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CHAPTER ONE

Melati
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May 9, 1883

Krakatoa, Indonesia

Melati awoke with the dawn alongside other parakeets and colorful birds on the island of Krakatoa. It was her favorite part of the day, when the sun arose above the mountains in the distance and the sound of birdsong played like a melody through the gently swaying palm trees. She breathed in the sweet, salty air, then flew up and over the ocean, soaring in a wide circle around her island as she did every morning. The summits of the three mountains of Krakatoa rose into view—Perboewatan, Danan, and Rakata. Their sides were covered in every shade of green imaginable, by the ferns and tall grasses, palm and coconut trees that thrived in the tropical heat of Indonesia. Each mountain had a dip in its peak as though an elephant had sat upon it.

Down by the shore, as they often were at that time of the morning, were the humans. A group of three fishermen moored their wooden boat close to the shoreline and waded through the crystal-clear blue water. Melati watched them cast their nets out over the gentle waves as they fished, gathering food for their families. Melati didn’t mind the humans much. She knew that some of the other birds on the island feared them, but the fishermen did no harm. They took only what they needed from the ocean and the island—on occasion, they would search the forest for fallen trees, to make or repair their boats.

The fishermen took little interest in the birds on Krakatoa. It was common for the humans to see many of the hundreds of colorful birds on the island—parakeets, birds of paradise, and cockatoos.

One of the men noticed Melati loitering on the beach. He reached into a small woven bag and pulled out a handful of nuts, tossing them onto the sand. Melati hopped forward eagerly, then paused. The nuts had landed a lot closer to the humans than she would have liked. She took a chance and hopped a little closer, not wanting to lose out on the chance of a tasty snack.

In a quick burst, she flew to the nuts and scooped them up in her beak, along with a mouthful of sand, then flew up into the closest tree. She dropped the nuts onto the thick branch and spat out the rough grains of sand. She had bent down to savor the first nut when the men stood suddenly, shouting and pointing out at the sea. She followed the men’s gaze. The surface of the ocean lay completely flat, without even the slightest wave or wrinkle or imperfection. It was as though it had just stopped. Frozen in place. Even the humans’ fishing boat lay ominously still, no longer rising or falling with the gentle ebb and flow of the tide.

Then, in a blink of an eye, all returned to normal. Melati shook her head, confused about what had just happened. She had never seen the sea act that way before. The waves washed gently against the shore once more, and the fishing boat bobbed and swayed in the water. The men, though, were spooked. They shouted to one another, ran out into the sea, and swam to the boat, grabbing the handcrafted wooden oars and swiftly rowing away without a backward glance, leaving their nets behind. Melati swallowed thickly, then glanced down at her stash of nuts, a sense of unease building inside her stomach.

She picked up the nuts and flew to her nest to tuck them away beneath some leaves; then she took another lap of the island, searching for anything that might explain what had happened to the water. The birds chattered and sang to one another through the trees. The insects buzzed and busied themselves collecting leaves and food, building nests, making honey. Melati wondered if she had been imagining things. It might have been nothing more than a change in the wind that had caused the sea to stop moving for a moment. Just an illusion, or a trick of the mind.

Melati tried to brush the incident away and returned to her tree. She groomed her green-and-yellow feathers, smoothing down any that were out of place and pulling the loose ones to add to her nest. Then she settled down to sleep with her head beneath her wing. Finally, her worries drained away as she let herself sink into a calm, deep sleep.

Suddenly, Melati was awoken by something shaking her. At first she thought another bird had landed on her branch. But when she opened her eyes she saw a flock of parakeets flying away.

“What’s going on?” she called out to them. But they were too far off to hear her cries.

Unsettled, she had opened her wings to investigate when an almighty rumble emanated from the earth. She clung to her branch, digging her sharp claws into the wood to stop herself from falling. The vibrations pulsed through her. The tremor was so fierce that it shook the tree from side to side, as though it were in the middle of a storm. But the sky was clear and the weather fine.

Melati froze, trying to resist the sound of the beating in her ears urging her to fly away, fly away now! She swooped down to the ground, landing near a small outcrop of rocks, and waited. The tremor came again. This time she felt it. It started in her feet, a small vibration that almost tickled. Then it moved up her legs and through her body, spreading through her feathers and radiating out to their very tips.

She had felt tremors before. There had been the occasional rumble in the distance, but that was from the mainland—Sumatra or Java—not on Krakatoa. Never on Krakatoa. This one felt different. Not only could she feel it moving through the earth and her body, but it was also all around her in the very air. The waves were invisible and silent, but there was an unmistakable rush that seemed to emanate out from the core of the island itself.

Melati’s feathers shook. She suddenly felt very afraid. When the shaking had eased and her head had stopped buzzing, she flew off in the direction of the other parakeets to find out what had happened. But once she was through the thick canopy of trees, she found no sign of them. Instead, she flew to the mountains. She had heard other birds who visited the island talk of mountains that roared and blew out fire, which made the very ground open up and swallow everything in its path. But Krakatoa had always been a quiet, safe island. Her sanctuary.

She reached Rakata first. It was as still and quiet as usual. She flew on to Danan. Again, everything seemed calm and quiet. The birds had returned to their trees and, despite a few ruffled feathers, seemed unbothered by the unusual state of affairs. Melati flew to Perboewatan. As she approached, it seemed just as it always was, but when she flew around to the other side, she noticed something shifting at its base. She descended to get a closer look, as a loud crack filled the air. Melati glanced up just in time to see a huge chunk of rock crumble and break off. She screeched, managing to duck out of the way, narrowly avoiding being thrown to the ground with it. The rock landed on the earth with a loud thud, echoing through the trees.

Then slowly, to Melati’s horror, more and more rock began to break away, sliding down the mountainside, and a thin plume of smoke rose from a deep gash in the side of the mountain where the rock had once been.
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CHAPTER TWO

Budi
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May 10, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

Budi basked in the cool, muddy puddle, letting the mud ooze and squelch between his toes as his vast body sank down into it. He swatted his tail back and forth lazily, trying to wave off the flies that had gathered. But it didn’t do much good, and he had little energy to be bothered to give any more effort. He was glad of the peace and quiet (if he ignored the incessant flies buzzing in his ears) after spending the morning trying to calm the monkeys. They had gotten into an argument with an orangutan about who had the rights to the fruit of a jackfruit tree. After much calming down, Budi had convinced them that there was plenty of fruit to share, but he knew that as soon as he was out of sight, the quarrel would likely begin again. He just hoped it didn’t escalate into poop flinging, as it often did when it came to the monkeys.

He had closed his eyes with a loud sigh when suddenly his ears pricked up as he sensed a predator nearby. He sighed again, then turned his head ever so casually so as not to startle the predator into making any sudden movements that it might live to regret—as relaxed as he might seem, it was a foolish animal who tried to take on a Sumatran rhinoceros. From the corner of his eye, Budi saw a slight quiver in the trees, as though a light breeze had passed through.

Budi hauled himself from the mud with a sucking sound, then lowered his head so that his horns were in full view, facing his potential attacker head-on. At the same time, a giant tiger soared through the trees, claws out, teeth bared. But at the last second, the tiger darted to the side and rolled on the ground, convulsing with laughter.
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Budi huffed and plonked himself back into the mud. “Raja,” he said, his voice rumbling like thunder.

“Your face!” Raja roared. “I’ve never seen you look so fierce.”

“I could have killed you, you know,” Budi said.

“You could have tried,” Raja retorted, finally catching his breath enough to talk. “Your eyes were all wide, and your legs trembled.”

“My legs did not tremble!” Budi spat. “I knew you were there the entire time. At least you had the good sense to swerve before you were impaled by my horn.”

Raja laughed again. “You wouldn’t really hurt me, would you, old friend?”

Budi huffed again and shook his head. He had looked out for Raja since he was a cub. Raja knew that Budi wouldn’t hurt him any more than he would hurt any other living creature in the jungle. That’s not to say that he wasn’t sometimes tempted, though. Especially when Raja pulled silly tricks like that. At least he had scared away the irritating flies.

“The monkeys are arguing with the orangutan again,” Budi said, changing the subject.

Raja yawned and stretched out his long, muscular body. His striped orange-and-black fur rippled as he tried to get comfortable. “Can’t you deal with it? You are my second-in-command. You’re always so much better at reasoning with the monkeys.”

Budi glared at Raja. “Nobody can reason with the monkeys,” he said. “And you may see me as your second, but none of the other animals in this jungle do. You are king of the jungle. It is your job to keep the peace, just as your father did and his father before him.”

Raja yawned again. “But it’s hot, and I’m so tired. This is exactly why I appointed you my assistant.”

Budi stood suddenly and stared Raja down. “I am not your assistant!”

“All right, all right,” Raja said, a small grin appearing on his face. “I’ll check on the monkeys… if you can beat me in a race.”

With that, he was off, before Budi could even argue. Despite his not wanting to play Raja’s games, Budi’s pride got the better of him. He raced after Raja, trampling fallen branches and anything else that got in his way. A little way ahead, he spied Raja’s thick tail swishing back and forth as he ran.

“You forget,” Budi called out, with a renewed burst of energy, “that rhinos can run almost as fast as tigers… especially when they know of a shortcut.”

Budi swerved suddenly, taking a different path through the trees. A second later he flew through some bushes to appear right beside Raja, who lost his composure for a second before flashing Budi a toothy grin.

“Did you say almost as fast?” Raja teased, pulling ahead.

Something caught Budi’s eye up ahead. He dug his feet into the ground, trying to slow down. “Watch out!”

Raja’s eyes widened as a small gray pangolin cowered in front of them. Raja leaped into the air, narrowly avoiding a collision with the pangolin as he soared over her head and landed elegantly behind her. Budi was not as lucky. He smacked into a tree with such ferocity that the trunk snapped clean into two, then crashed to the jungle floor.

“Are you all right, Dewi?” Budi asked the small pangolin, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. The pangolin was still rooted to the spot, her eyes twice as big as usual.

“Y-yes,” Dewi stuttered.

“Raja?” Budi asked slowly. “Do you have something to say to Dewi?”

Dewi’s eyes widened farther at this. “Oh no, Your Majesty, you don’t have to apologize to me. I was in your way.… I should have moved faster.”

“Raja,” Budi prompted.

Raja rolled his eyes. “I am sorry that Budi is such a large, cumbersome creature that he was unable to outrun me.” He looked at the monkeys who had appeared in the branches overhead to watch the spectacle. “I believe the monkeys are your problem today, Budi?”

Budi narrowed his eyes as Raja sauntered off through the trees. Suddenly, there was a crash in the canopy above, and a small green-and-yellow bird spiraled down through the trees, landing at Raja’s feet.

“I… Oh!” she squawked, flapping her wings to return to an upright position as Raja loomed over her.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I needed to…” She spotted the pangolin standing close by and flew over to her.

“Dewi!” the parakeet cried. “I’m so glad to see you.” She turned to look at them all. “Are you all all right?”

Dewi stroked the parakeet’s head soothingly. “What has happened, Melati?”

“The rumble,” she said. “Did you feel it?”

“We often feel rumblings,” Budi told her. “It is as it always has been.”

Melati shook her head. “Not where I’m from. I live on Krakatoa island, and last night there was a huge rumble in the earth, unlike anything I have ever felt before, and when I went to investigate, one of the mountains had split open.”

Budi felt his stomach lurch. “Split open?”

Melati took off into the air. “I will show you.”

Budi exchanged glances with Raja, and for once the tiger wasn’t grinning. They followed Melati to the edge of the jungle where the land met the sea.

“I’m not going any farther,” Raja said, suddenly stopping. “We’re too close to the edge of our territory. There could be humans about.”

“There are no humans,” Melati called from above. “Please, Your Majesty, you have to see.”

“Raja,” Budi said quietly, “it could be important… unless you’re afraid.”

Raja growled. “I’m not afraid!”

Budi smiled to himself. If there was one thing that would get Raja moving, it was insulting his pride.

They followed Dewi and Melati, stepping tentatively onto the warm sand. Budi struggled to get his footing as his feet sank down into it.

Raja was faring no better. “It’s too hot!” he complained. “And it’s getting stuck in my fur. Wretched stuff.”

Melati landed beside them. “Stay in the shade,” she said. “The sand is cooler there.”

She gestured in the direction of a small island far in the distance. Steamers and smaller boats sailed out on the ocean, and Budi saw Raja shrink back a little.

“The humans can’t see you from that far away,” Budi told him gently. Raja inclined his head gratefully, glancing down at the ragged scar that ran along his side.

“Do you see it?” Melati asked.

“I can’t see anything,” Budi said, narrowing his eyes. “Apart from the boats and the island.”

“Look closer,” she said. “Can you see the peak of Perboewatan?”

“The mountain?” Budi asked.

Melati nodded.

“I see it!” Dewi cried. “Look there! It’s going all the way up to the sky.”

“What is?” Budi asked.

But he didn’t need to wait for an answer, because suddenly the clouds cleared and he could see it as well as he could see Raja beside him.

A thin plume of smoke, rising from the mountainside.

“Raja,” Budi said, his voice serious. “Smoke can mean only one thing.”

Melati fluttered her wings anxiously. “What does it mean?”

“Fire,” Raja whispered.
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CHAPTER THREE

Melati
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May 10, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

“Are you all right?” Dewi asked Melati as they returned to the jungle. Melati had met Dewi on the beach when she was a young parakeet and Dewi was a young pangolin, and they had been friends ever since. Ahead, the largest rhino and tiger Melati had ever seen in her life were caught up in what seemed like an intense conversation, with lots of growling.

“I don’t think I am, Dewi,” Melati said. “What does that mean? Fire?”

Dewi shuddered. “Nothing good,” she replied. “Do you see Raja’s scar?”

Melati nodded. She couldn’t help but notice it. It ran across almost the whole of the tiger’s right side, and no fur grew over the puckered skin.

“Humans did that to him, with fire,” Dewi said.

Melati shivered, and Dewi gave her a gentle hug and smiled. “It’s good to see you, Melati.”

“You too, Dewi,” Melati said. “You always know how to make me feel better. I was worried about you. I wondered if the tremors had come from here.”

“We felt a small rumble last night,” Dewi said. “But nothing like you described. It is usually nothing to worry about.” She paused. “The smoke, though, that is new.”

Melati stopped, suddenly feeling as though she might be sick. “I’m afraid, Dewi,” she said. “For my island, my home, for the others living there. If something bad is happening to the mountains, then only the birds will be able to escape.”

“Don’t worry,” Dewi said. “Raja and Budi will find out what’s going on.”

Melati watched the two animals as they sniped back and forth, and wished she had the confidence Dewi had. She flew ahead to get their attention, but they were so deep in conversation that they didn’t notice her.

“It’s not my job to worry about an island,” Raja said. “The jungle is my domain, no more, no less.”

“What about the animals here?” Budi replied. “You need to make sure we are safe.”

Raja waved a paw in the air dismissively. “We have lived here our whole lives, Budi, our parents and grandparents before us. Has anything bad ever happened here in the jungle?”

Budi shook his head. “Well, no, but the smoke, Raja…”

Melati took the brief pause as her chance to interrupt. “If I may…” she started.

The tiger and rhino looked down at her in surprise as though they had forgotten she was still there.

“I sometimes visit the human village,” Melati continued, suddenly feeling very small. “Ketimbang. Perhaps I could go there and listen to what the humans are saying about the smoke? Then we might know more about what is happening and if there is any danger.”

Budi smiled at her. “A very good idea, young parakeet,” he said. “Raja? What do you say?”

“No humans,” Raja growled. “You know the rules, Budi. We stay away from the humans, they stay away from us, everyone lives.”

“But surely it couldn’t hurt, Your Majesty,” Dewi interjected.

Melati nodded gratefully at her friend. “I know some of the humans in Ketimbang,” she continued. “There is a family there that I sometimes visit… a little girl and…”

“A little girl?” Raja laughed. “What would she know about the mountain?”

Melati gave Budi a pleading look, and his eyes softened. “Let her finish, Raja.”

“The girl came to Sumatra from a different land. Her father seems to be in charge of the village. If anyone knows what is going on, he will. If I go and listen in on their conversations…”

“Then you will be caught and either will become their pet in a cage or will be plucked and eaten!” Raja finished.

“No!” Dewi gasped.

Melati’s stomach dropped. She didn’t know why she had bothered to come and seek help. Why would they care about what happened to her beautiful island?

She turned and stormed away from the tiger, then paused.

“You might not care about what happens to Krakatoa, but I do!” she shouted. “And I’m not afraid to do what needs to be done to save my island.”

With that, she took to the sky, her heart pounding out of her chest. She chanced a quick look back and saw Dewi and Budi trying to hide their smiles as Raja stared up at her with his huge jaw hanging open.

I’m not afraid, she told herself as she headed for Ketimbang.

Ketimbang was the closest human village to the jungle. Even so, it took Melati two hours to reach the outskirts. The village lay on the coast, with a small harbor bustling with steamships and fishing boats. Many were there to trade goods such as sugar and fragrant spices. Melati soared over the funnel-shaped bay, taking in the mangrove swamps and mud flats the town was built upon. Not long ago, it had barely been a small village, but since Johanna and her family had come to Ketimbang, many others had followed, and slowly the village was turning into a town.

The long shadow of Rajabasa drew over Melati as she flew. The mountain was taller than Danan, Perboewatan, and Rakata on Krakatoa island, and it stood proudly behind Ketimbang.

Near the foot of the mountain, Melati spied a grand white house made from wood. It was larger than any other house and twice as fancy. It was surrounded by palm and fruit trees and had a wraparound porch. This was where Melati had first spotted the girl, Johanna. Or rather, where Johanna had spotted Melati. Melati had been too engrossed in the mango she’d found in the fruit grove to notice the little girl sneaking up on her. She was lucky enough that it wasn’t the girl’s brother, Isaak. He could be cruel—more than once Melati had seen him trying to capture butterflies and imprison them in a small jar. Melati visited the girl whenever she came this way—Johanna always had the tastiest treats.

Melati cautiously flew around the house to ensure that Isaak wasn’t lurking nearby, then landed on the wooden railing of the porch, singing her usual call to let Johanna know she was there. Almost immediately, light footsteps sounded through the house and Johanna appeared in the doorway with a huge smile on her face. Her long blond hair was tied back with a red ribbon, and her yellow dress swirled around her as she moved.

“Little bird!” she cried. “Where have you been? I thought you’d left me for good.”

Melati chirped back to the little girl, bowing her head in apology.

“No matter,” the girl said. “You’re here now.”

She held out her arm and Melati hopped onto it, being careful not to dig her claws in.

“Look who’s here, Mama!” Johanna called as she walked through the house.

Melati peeped into the rooms they passed. Each was filled with fine wooden furniture. One had a large desk, behind which Johanna’s father sat. He furiously scribbled on a piece of paper with ink. Melati tried to see what the man was writing, but Johanna continued along the hallway.

Finally, they arrived in the kitchen, where Johanna’s mother was preparing food.

“Oh, Johanna!” her mother cried. “No birds inside the house.”

“This isn’t just any bird,” Johanna said, pouting. “It’s the one I told you about. She’s so clever, she—”

Johanna was cut off as Isaak rushed into the kitchen, setting Melati’s feathers on edge.

“Did you hear?” he cried. “Something is happening on the island.”

“What island?” Johanna asked. Melati leaned into Johanna, trying to make herself as small as possible, hoping Isaak wouldn’t notice her. She didn’t want him to get any ideas about putting her into a glass jar.

“The one in the middle of the Sunda Strait,” he said. “The locals say it is belching fire!”

“Nonsense,” their mother replied, although she glanced out at the hallway nervously. “Anders!” she called. “Have you heard this?”

A few seconds later Johanna’s father appeared. “What’s this?”

“The island is on fire!” Isaak shouted.

Melati’s chest tightened.

“Krakatoa?” Johanna’s father asked. “Don’t be silly, Isaak. That volcano has been dormant for centuries.” He shook his head as he returned to his study. “What are your tutors teaching you?”

Johanna looked at her mother, the fear in her eyes reflecting Melati’s own. “It’s not on fire, is it, Mama?”

Her mother shook her head. “If your father says it is fine, then there is nothing to worry about,” she said.

Melati sighed in relief. If the humans weren’t worried, then neither should she be. Before Johanna could protest, Melati took off and flew out of the house, over the harbor and toward her home. It was one of many islands that lay in the middle of the Sunda Strait, directly between Sumatra on one side and Java on the other.

As Melati reached Krakatoa, a strange silence filled the air. She landed in a nearby tree and looked out to Perboewatan. The smoke still snaked up into the sky. It seemed thicker now. Melati flew on but was almost knocked out of the air by a flock of birds of paradise heading the other way.

“Danger!” one of the birds called back to her.

Melati pushed on, ignoring the panic building within her. Surely a little bit of smoke couldn’t hurt anyone. Johanna’s father had said there was nothing to worry about. He knew more about how the world worked than she did. But as she neared the summit of Perboewatan, she became less sure. Her stomach twisted as she flew higher. The air was thick with heavy white smoke and it became harder to breathe.

When she reached the crater, her heart stopped. Deep inside the pit of the mountain was a raging lake. But not of water. The liquid was searing hot and bubbled orange and red and yellow.

“Lava!” Melati cried.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Budi
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May 11, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

“Darn those monkeys!” Budi groaned as he stretched out his aching bones. He hadn’t been able to sleep a wink all night and now his body was paying for it. “What is wrong with them? They didn’t stop howling and hooting all night.”

Raja, who was sleeping close by, opened one eye and grinned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Budi. I for one had a marvelous night’s rest.”

To illustrate his point, he stretched his body out, then leaped up. “I’m going to catch some breakfast,” he purred.

Deep in the trees, the monkeys were still howling and hollering. “I’ve had enough!” Budi said, standing. “Dewi? Dewi! Where are you?”

Dewi came running through the trees as fast as a pangolin could run, which was not very fast at all. “Can I help you, Budi?”

Budi nodded. “The monkeys,” he said. “What are they screeching about?”

Dewi looked at the ground uneasily.

“What is it?” Budi demanded.

“The smoke,” Dewi said. “From Melati’s island. It’s getting worse and the monkeys are telling the other animals all kinds of stories.”

Budi sighed. He trudged through the trees, following the sounds of the monkeys. Soon, he found them, high in the treetops, shouting down at a small gathering of animals. Budi was surprised to see that the gathering seemed to actually be paying attention to the monkeys. There were leopards and elephants—and even the orangutan who had been quarreling with the monkeys only the day before now seemed to be hanging on their every word.

“Everyone knows what smoke means!” the monkeys screeched.

“Fire!” a snake called out from the branch above.

“That’s right!” another monkey shouted. “And everyone knows how fast it moves. It might be far away now, but what is there to stop it from coming here and destroying us all?”

“The ocean?” an elephant said, looking slightly confused.

The monkey glared at the elephant and had started to protest when he noticed Budi in the crowd.

“What will happen to us?” the monkey asked, jumping up and down on the branch. “The fire is coming! Look! See the smoke. There’s no smoke without fire.”

“Calm down!” Budi shouted. “The smoke is far away on an island. Everyone knows that fire cannot cross water, and as my elephant friend has pointed out, there is an ocean between it and our jungle.”

The elephant gave Budi a small smile. Budi had turned to go and try to get some rest when a coconut hit him on the back of his head. He spun quickly, but the monkeys all huddled together in a group, sending him a defiant stare.

“What if this is just the beginning?” one of them shouted. “If fire can come out of the mountain over there, what’s to stop it from coming out of the mountains over here? The jungle is surrounded by mountains.”

Budi had no answer to this. It was no secret that sometimes mountains erupted. The humans called them volcanoes. And occasionally the ground rumbled, but Raja had been correct when he’d said that nothing bad had ever happened, and the mountains that had erupted were many miles away. Budi had opened his mouth to tell the ever-increasing crowd as much when there was a loud roar and Raja landed in the middle of the throng.

A deadly hush fell over the animals. Even the monkeys had the good sense to keep their mouths shut.

“You heard what Budi said!” Raja roared. “You know that he speaks on my behalf. There is nothing to worry about.” He winked at Budi. “I have my very best eyes on the ground and in the air. If anything bad was coming, I would be the first to know. So go back to your business, and you,” he said, glaring up at the monkeys, “keep your noise down at night. When Budi is in a bad mood it puts all of us in a bad mood.” He winked at Budi again, then slowly sauntered away, his long tail swishing back and forth.

Budi chased after him, ignoring the torrent of questions at his back.

“What eyes do you have?” he asked. “Who is checking on the island?”

Raja waved him away with a paw. “Oh, you know. That bird… Melanie… Mellowy…”

“Melati,” Budi corrected.

“That’s the one,” Raja said.

“But you sent her away, dismissed everything she was trying to tell you.”

“I don’t quite remember it that way, Budi. Besides, I’m sure she will come flying back soon enough if there is anything to worry about. If she hasn’t already been eaten by the humans, that is.”

“Humans don’t eat parakeets!” Budi growled.

Budi glanced back at the monkeys. They wouldn’t dare make a noise while the king was close by, but Budi knew that sure enough, when night fell they would make more noise than ever just to spite him.

But that night, the monkeys were silent. There was no chittering, no hooting or hollering. After a few hours of fitful sleep, Budi decided to go and find out what they were up to. Because if Budi knew anything about monkeys, it was that for as much noise as they made, it was when they went quiet that you really needed to worry.

He made his way through the jungle along the well-trodden paths. The insects chirruped as he walked by, and the sound of bats’ wings flapping around the canopy of trees above filled the silence. He continued on, keeping an eye on the trees above in case the monkeys were planning some kind of ambush in revenge. They seemed determined to make mischief. It was never Raja who had to sort it out. He spent far too much time having fun and enjoying himself, leaving all the boring jobs to Budi. Budi had tried to bring up Raja as best he could, to guide him toward being the leader he was born to be. But Raja was as stubborn as the monkeys. When would he learn that the jungle and all those who lived there were his responsibility?

Budi paused, sensing something on the air. He waited for a moment, but nothing happened. Then, just as he lifted a foot to move on, he felt it. A tremor. Starting from his toes and vibrating through his body.

There was a crash through the bushes ahead, and Dewi came tumbling across the ground, colliding with Budi’s foot.

Dewi unfurled her gray scales and stood shakily as she tried to catch her breath. “The monkeys…” she gasped.

Budi stomped his foot. “What is it this time?”

Dewi lifted her head to look Budi in the eyes. “They’ve gone, Budi. Every last one of them. The monkeys have left the jungle.”

Budi tried to make sense of what Dewi was saying. Why would the monkeys leave their home? Where could they possibly go, apart from the human village?

“Why?” Budi asked, voicing his confusion.

“They are afraid,” Dewi said. “Of the fire. One of them told me to give you a message. He said to tell you that something bad is coming, whether you believe it or not.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Melati
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May 20, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

Melati remained on the island for as long as she could. Since she had discovered the bubbling lava inside Perboewatan, she had debated whether to stay or go back to the jungle and tell the others what was happening… or not happening. Every day she checked each of the mountains in turn. Danan and Rakata were as dormant as ever, slumbering quietly beside their simmering brother. But Perboewatan continued to smoke as the lava bubbled inside. The fishermen, she noticed, had ceased coming close to the island, and even the steamers seemed to be keeping their distance, taking a longer route through the strait. Melati couldn’t blame them. Some of the humans who had grown up in Sumatra believed that a spirit—Orang Alijeh—watched over the mountains, and she wondered whether the spirit had been angered somehow. It was not normal for a mountain to behave in such a way. At least, not on Krakatoa.

Over a week later, she had just begun her morning ritual of foraging for her breakfast when the rumbling started up again. The few birds that had ventured back to their nests, as Melati had, scattered at once, flying away from the island in a swarm of colors. This time, Melati didn’t have to investigate to see where the disturbance was coming from.

Above Perboewatan, a huge white cloud billowed, rising higher and higher until it filled the sky above. She flew into a tree, wanting to wait awhile longer before she was forced to leave her beloved island for good, but the ground trembled, the mountain roared, and her tree shook. She took off, intending to head toward Sumatra, but the sky was filled with dust and ash. Melati coughed, trying to catch her breath as she flew on, but it was no use. She had to turn and fly in the opposite direction. She chanced a quick glance behind her and almost fell from the sky with shock as she saw huge flames erupting from the mountaintop. All around it, trees burned, while the ashes continued to fall from the sky, covering the island in something that looked like snow but burned hotter than the sun.

Melati flew on, tears leaking from her eyes from the sting of the harsh ash-filled air and the pain of seeing her island in such a state. Her feathers trembled and she had to work hard to not fall from the sky in fear. When she was finally out of the cloud and back into fresh air, she wheeled around, heading across the Sunda Strait toward Sumatra. The crashes and rumbles continued behind her as she flew, and the smoke, which had risen straight up into the air, was now spreading out like a giant mushroom, until there was no blue sky to be seen.

Melati flew and flew until her wings ached and she felt as though she had no more breath inside her. Then she dived down, crashing into the trees and landing on the ground with a thud, letting her eyes slowly close.
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“Melati? Can you hear me? Melati?”

Melati opened her eyes to see a blurry gray shape leaning over her. She blinked a few times, trying to focus.

“Dewi?” she mumbled, her mouth dry and her voice croaky. “The mountain.”

“Have some water,” a louder, deeper voice spoke from beside her.

Melati sat up to see Dewi and Budi looking down at her, their eyes full of concern. She gratefully drank from a broken coconut shell filled with rainwater, then tried to speak, to tell them what had happened to her island, but all that came out was a loud sob.

“You see?” Budi said to someone behind him. “The monkeys warned us that something bad was coming, but you didn’t listen!”

“Melati, what has happened?” Dewi asked softly.

“The mountain,” she said. “Fire is coming from inside the mountain.”

Dewi gasped, and suddenly the ground shifted. At first, Melati thought she was dizzy from the smoke, but then the ground shifted again and she saw that the others had felt it, too.

Melati screeched as the earth shuddered beneath her. Dewi lifted her in her paws and held her close. The rumbling subsided after a few seconds, and Melati saw who Budi had been talking to: Raja.

She waited for a sarcastic remark or a taunt, but the tiger’s usual arrogance was nowhere to be found. He took one glance at Melati and remained silent.
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CHAPTER SIX

Raja
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May 21, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

Raja tossed and turned restlessly as he tried to sleep. He couldn’t get the image of fire out of his mind—the parakeet, Melati, telling them about the fire that burned deep inside the mountain on Krakatoa, her face filled with terror. He knew that feeling well.

His mind wandered as he slept, and he tried to bring it back to something happier—chasing his tiger friend, Surya, through the jungle, play-fighting with the cubs, teasing Budi. But every dream… every nightmare turned red. Flames flickered across his vision until it was all he could see and the terrifying feeling of heat against his body returned. The smell of his fur melting as it burned away. The look on the human’s face as he waved his flaming torch at Raja. Then the searing pain as the fire scorched his fur, his body, and the terror he felt when he chanced to be near humans ever since.

“Raja! Wake up, Raja! You are dreaming.”

Raja woke with a start and instinctively glanced down at his side. He wasn’t burning. The fire was gone. Just a dream, he told himself, although the fear lingered. He looked up at Budi, who stared down at him, his face filled with concern.

“The fire dream again?” Budi asked gently.

Raja nodded. “This business with Melati and the island… the fire. It brings back memories.”

Budi nodded. “You are safe now, Raja,” he said. “Nothing like that will ever happen again.”

“Of course it won’t,” Raja snapped. “Because I will never go near the humans again.”

“Not all humans are bad, Raja,” Budi said. “Just as not all animals are good.”

“I was just a cub!” Raja growled. “I would have died if you hadn’t saved me. My father…”

Budi lowered his head. “Your father died trying to protect you. He wouldn’t want to see you so bothered by the humans.”

“How do you know that?” Raja asked.

“Because your father was my friend, just as you are. He would want you to be as courageous as he was.”

Raja lowered his head onto his paws and sighed. “Maybe I am not as brave as he was,” he said. “I’m not the leader he was. The animals listen to you more than they listen to me.”

Budi smiled. “That’s not true,” he said. “The monkeys pay me no attention at all! Do you know how many times I’ve had poop flung at me?”

Raja laughed. “What about this mountain?” he asked. “What shall I do about that? Do you think there is a real threat to us?”

Budi shook his head. “I don’t know,” he answered. “That is for you to decide.”

“I don’t want to make all the decisions, Budi,” Raja said. “I just want to stay here in my jungle and forget the world outside exists.”

Budi lay down beside Raja with a yawn. After a while, he fell asleep. Raja listened to his rumbling snores and came to a decision.

“I’ve always been safe in the jungle,” he told himself. “The jungle is where we will stay.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Melati
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May 27, 1883

Ketimbang

Everything had quieted down on Krakatoa. Despite the hot lava bubbling away inside the crater of Perboewatan, and the thin plume of smoke that continued to rise from its summit, there were no more tremors. The fire had been enough to discourage Melati from wanting to return to the island, though. She had decided to stay closer to Ketimbang to see how the humans reacted. As Raja had said—if they were unafraid, then there was no need for the animals to be concerned.

She had made a nest in a mango tree near Johanna’s house. It made sense to Melati that should any news arrive about the island, Johanna’s father would be the first to hear about it. Sure enough, after a few more quiet days had passed, Johanna’s father left early one morning and headed down to the harbor.

Isaak came running out after his father. “Can’t I come with you, Father?” he begged. “To see the volcano.”

Melati flew from tree to tree to get a closer look. “I’d rather not go myself,” his father replied, “but I have to make a report to send back to the governor.”

“It’s not fair!” Isaak shouted, kicking at the dirt with his bare foot.

“I’ll tell you what,” his father said, relenting, “I’ll see if I can find you a piece of pumice to show your friends.”

Isaak brightened at this, then frowned. “What’s pumice?”

“It’s a type of rock,” his father told him. “It comes from volcanoes.”

Isaak nodded eagerly, then paused. “It is safe now, isn’t it?”

His father gave him a strained smile and ruffled Isaak’s blond hair. “Of course, Isaak. Look after your mother and sister while I am gone.”

Isaak and Melati watched as he set off down the hill toward the harbor. After a few moments, Melati followed, wondering what Johanna’s father might find on Krakatoa.

He met a fisherman and another man at the dock. They set off across the Sunda Strait in a small wooden fishing boat—heading for Krakatoa, between Sumatra and Java. Melati followed. There were a lot of steamers out on the open water. Many more than usual. The Sunda Strait had always been a busy shipping channel, but some boats seemed to be sailing purposely close to Krakatoa island. Melati felt queasy. The humans had always stayed away from the island—with the exception of the fishermen. Why would the boats be sailing near Krakatoa when it posed a danger?

Spurred on by a growing sense of dread, Melati flew down to the shore. Johanna’s father and the two men had moored their boat in the clear blue shallows and were now wading through the water to get to the beach. Melati was watching them when she heard the familiar sound of the horn of a steamer.

She followed the noise, her heart pounding as she flew closer to Perboewatan. As she neared the summit, she squawked in shock. The entire side of the mountain was bare, stripped of any green it once had. The devastation had spread to the other mountains, too. Only Rakata, the highest of the three mountains, had some green left, right at its very peak. The mountainside was littered with charred, smoking tree stumps and a dark layer of rock and ash.

Melati landed on the beach, feeling as though her heart was breaking. She would never be able to return home now. It was a blackened shell with few trees, no fruit, and no companions.

What would she do now? Where would she go?

She decided to go and see what Johanna’s father had discovered. As she flew, a foul stench filled the air. Like rotten fruit or rhino dung. Melati tried not to breathe it in, in case it was toxic, but it was everywhere, choking her.

Johanna’s father frantically scribbled down notes on a piece of paper while the fisherman stayed near the shore. The third man, close beside Johanna’s father, paced back and forth, glancing up at the mountain, then out to sea. He seemed to be as uneasy about being on the island as Melati felt.

A giant hunk of pumice sat on the beach as though it had always been there, but Melati knew for certain it hadn’t. It was as wide as a fishing boat and almost as tall as Johanna’s father was. Johanna’s father sketched a rough drawing of the rock, then gestured to the summit of Rakata. To Melati’s relief, his companion shook his head and pointed out at the boat. The two men had been quarreling for only a moment when there was an almighty cracking noise. Melati flew into the air, startled, as the ground rumbled and shook. A large, deep crack appeared, snaking this way and that, moving closer to where the men were standing. The fissure turned into a gash and the beach split in two.

The men came to their senses and hastily half swam, half stumbled toward their boat. The fisherman had already started to row away. They shouted out angrily and he slowed enough for them to haul themselves into the boat. The moment they were in, the fisherman resumed his frantic rowing, taking them far away as fast as he could.

Melati followed. When she felt she was at a safe distance, she turned to look at the island. What had once been a beach was now two halves of a beach.







PART TWO
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Melati
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August 26, 1883

Southern Sumatra

Melati awoke from her perch with a start. She had dreamed of Krakatoa. Of its beautiful trees, which provided the perfect shelter from both sun and rain. But then everything had turned black and the home she had once known was nothing but a dark, smoky wasteland.

She shivered, and ruffled her feathers, trying to shake off the fear that swelled inside her. In the distance, she spied the seemingly endless stream of smoke that continued to rise from Krakatoa, neither worsening nor receding. Nothing more had happened since she had left her island. No more tremors or explosions. But Melati still felt the pull of her home and the hope that one day she might return to Krakatoa.

She was glad to be closer to Dewi, but the jungle never slept. There was always something happening—elephants trumpeting to one another or trampling through the trees. The leopards and tigers hunting. Their prey screeching and scrambling for safety. There was no peace, Melati thought. Not like there had been on her island.

Melati decided to pay her human friend a visit to take her mind off her home. When she arrived at the pretty white house, all seemed quiet. There was a lot of noise farther down the hill, where Melati could see humans bustling about in the village. As she perched on the porch, a few more humans passed by, sitting atop horses pulling wooden carts heaped with sacks of fruit and rice.

Melati was thinking she might follow them when she realized that the sky overhead had suddenly darkened. She looked up to see if a storm was coming, but to her alarm, she saw Isaak’s grinning face looming above her as he threw a heavy sack over her head, yanking it tightly closed.

Melati squawked inside the sack, flapping her wings and trying to claw her way free as her heart raced in her chest. She was caught! She was caught and she might never get free. She squawked more loudly, thrashing around in the darkness in the hope that Johanna or her mother might come to her aid, but the sack was bobbing up and down now as though the boy was running. The movement jostled Melati in a jumble of feathers until her head was dizzy and she didn’t know which way was up and which way was down.

Finally, the movement stopped. The sack opened and a sliver of bright light blinded Melati as she was grabbed, too tightly, around the chest by two sticky human hands. Before she could even attempt to fight back or escape, she was shoved roughly inside a cage and the door was tightly shut behind her. She spun around, furious and terrified, to see Isaak’s smirking face leering at her.

“What will Johanna do now that her precious bird has left her?” he jeered, poking at her with a thin stick through the bars.

To Isaak’s surprise, Melati grabbed the stick with her beak and yanked it out of his hand, spitting it onto the floor.

There was a shout behind Isaak and he spun suddenly, throwing a blanket over the cage to hide it. Melati squawked loudly and Isaak roughly banged on the side.

“Be quiet!” he said through his teeth.

His command made Melati shriek all the louder. “Johanna! Johanna! I’m in here!”

But it wasn’t Johanna who had been calling her brother. The soft, low voice of an older lady spoke, the sound slightly muffled.

“Your mother has been searching for you everywhere!” the lady chided. “Your father is opening the new Sunday market today and you must be there to support him.”

Isaak sighed loudly, then followed the lady, grumbling and complaining the whole way until his voice and footsteps faded.

Melati waited for her heart to calm. When she was certain the coast was clear, she reached her beak between the cage’s narrow bars and pulled at the blanket, yanking it from the top of the cage until it slid to the floor. She surveyed her new surroundings. She was in a small room with a bed, a wooden wardrobe, and a desk, which the cage had been placed upon. She was examining the cage, trying to find a gap she might be able to squeeze through, when she noticed a glass jar on the desk beside her. Inside was a large butterfly. Its wings were red, orange, and black, and it was the most beautiful thing Melati had ever seen. She was peering closer, trying to catch the butterfly’s attention, when she realized that it was completely still.

Melati closed her eyes for a moment, trying to quiet the tremble that ran through her body. Then she took a deep breath and examined the cage again. She wondered how Johanna could be so gentle and kind while her brother was such a brute.

The cage was made of bamboo woven together with long strands of dried grass. It was well put together, but Melati was sure she could bite her way through the ties. She found a piece of grass that was a little looser than the others and began chewing at it, working her sharp beak back and forth until small strands began to break free.

Finally, with a satisfying twang, the tie broke loose. A couple of the bamboo sticks shifted and Melati squeezed her head through the narrow opening, but she found herself stuck. She panicked for a moment as her neck was caught.

Calm down, Melati! she told herself.

She took a deep breath and used her claws to pry the bamboo a little wider apart. With one more push, she tumbled out of the cage, landing on the hard floor below. She stood and searched for a way out. Luckily, Isaak had left his door open, and she hurried down the hallway. She had just reached the door that led out to the porch when there was a massive explosion outside. Melati was thrown back with the intensity of the sound and lay dazed on the floor, her ears ringing.

There was a deathly silence for a moment, and all Melati could hear was the pounding of her own heartbeat inside her head. Then, as her hearing gradually returned, she heard it.

Screaming.

The terrible sound of hundreds of humans, coming from the village.









[image: image]





CHAPTER NINE

Budi
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August 26, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

Budi had felt on edge all morning. He didn’t know why—the threat from the island seemed to have passed. The monkeys were slowly returning to the jungle with their tails between their legs. They had camped outside the human village for a while but had been chased away for making nuisances of themselves and stealing too much food.

He wished he were a bird like Melati and could fly high above the rain forest to put his mind at ease and make sure there were no threats. He loved his home, his jungle, but he and all the animals were sheltered from everything that happened outside it.

At the very moment Budi decided he would go to the beach to see if anything else had happened on the island, the ground shook beneath his feet. There was an enormous explosion in the distance, but the shock waves it emitted rocked the earth. At once, the usually tranquil jungle was filled with noise: screams, roars, trumpets of fear. Animals trampled back and forth, stampeding through the trees, unsure of where the danger was coming from but desperate to escape whatever it was.

Budi raced to find Raja but found himself on course to careen into a herd of elephants heading right for him. There was nowhere for Budi to go, so he stood his ground. He lowered his horns, filled his lungs, and drew himself up to make himself as large as he could as he barreled past the herd, shunting them aside.

He was almost through the raucous crowd when he heard the smallest of voices calling out for help amid the chaos.

“Budi!”

Budi scanned between the elephants’ legs and spied a terrified Dewi skittering below them, her eyes wide and full of fear.

“I’m coming, Dewi!” Budi shouted. “Hold on!”

He put on an extra spurt of energy and reached Dewi in seconds. Ducking as low as he could, he slid beneath an elephant, his back scraping against its underside. He scooped up Dewi with his front horn so that she was clinging to his face, and escaped out the other side, skidding to a stop in the bushes as the elephants thundered on behind them.

Budi stood defensively over Dewi, making sure that no other animals would trample her as she shakily tried to stand. The elephants were long gone, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake—fallen trees, cracked tree trunks, and a flattened path two rhinoceroses wide.

“Where are the elephants going?” Dewi asked, her voice still shaky.

“They are afraid, as we all are,” Budi said. “We need to find Raja and discover where the explosion came from.”

“I think it might be Melati’s island,” Dewi said, pointing to the sky. Thick, billowing white clouds rose up and over the treetops.

“Melati!” Dewi said suddenly. “I haven’t seen her all morning. Do you think she flew back to Krakatoa?”

“I’m sure she is somewhere safe,” Budi reassured her. “Come, we have to find Raja. Animals are going to get hurt if they continue to rampage through the jungle.”

Dewi hurried after Budi, calling out Raja’s name.

Suddenly, there was another almighty explosion and the earth shifted again. “Hurry!” Budi called to Dewi as she struggled to keep up.

As he ran, heavy rain hit his skin; it flew into his eyes, stinging them, and he struggled to catch his breath. He had turned to check that Dewi was still with him when he noticed the ground. This was not rain at all, but thick white flakes of ash and dust.

“Climb onto my back,” Budi coughed, bending his front legs low so that Dewi could climb up. He waited until she was secure, then made his way cautiously through the jungle. He could no longer see the sky, or even the trees above. The world was filled with gray and white, and as it continued to fall, the world became as black as night.

Dewi clung tightly to Budi, and he could feel her heart hammering against his back as fast as his own.

“Raja!” Budi shouted over the cries of the animals echoing through the jungle. The birds squawked and screeched as they flapped around blindly. Then came a roar, and Raja appeared out of the gloom, his striped orange-and-black coat now as white as snow.

“The island is erupting!” Raja called out. “Krakatoa.”

Budi nodded. “What shall we do, Raja? We need to find somewhere safe.”

Raja looked at him. “The safest thing to do is to stay beneath the trees. They will protect us until this strange rain stops. Arif, Intan!” he called.

Two tigers appeared through the smoke. “Bring all the animals to the clearing,” Raja ordered.

Budi wasn’t sure if they would be safe in the jungle, but he knew they had to calm everyone down, so he followed Raja and the other tigers as they herded the animals to a clearing.

“The island Krakatoa is exploding,” Raja told the anxious crowd from atop a large tree trunk. “But it is a long way from here. No fire can reach us, it is only this rain that falls from the sky that will bother us, and it will go away once the winds blow.”

“What about the monkeys?” an orangutan called out. “They found somewhere safe.”

Raja laughed and waved his paw in the air. “The monkeys are fools! Many of them returned because they know that our jungle is the safest place.”

He looked over at Budi, and Budi gave a small nod. He was proud of Raja for finally taking charge, but something inside was telling him that it was not going to be all right. There was another explosion, louder this time, and a large chunk of rock came sailing through the trees, landing in front of Raja. The tiger jumped back with a yelp.

“Perhaps we should find somewhere more sheltered in the jungle,” he said, leaping off the tree trunk.

“I think we should leave the jungle,” Budi said, joining his friend. “Get farther away from the island. It’s not safe here.”

Raja gave a forced laugh. “You heard what I said, Budi. We just need to wait it out.”

“But—” Budi began, but Raja had already walked off, with the other tigers following.

“Do you really think we will be safe?” Dewi asked quietly.

“I’m not sure,” Budi said as another explosion sounded in the distance. “I think we will find out.”

They made their way through the jungle, more slowly than Budi would have liked, but it was dark, the air was stifling, and he had to be careful not to go in circles. He had never felt lost in the jungle before, and the feeling scared him as much as the explosions. Eventually, the air cleared a little and Budi heard waves crashing against the shore not too far away.

They appeared at the edge of the jungle where the trees met the land. Normally, the ground was hot and dry, but Budi was surprised to find water lapping at his feet. The ocean was a lot closer to the jungle than usual, and the waves did not move as they usually did, with a calm swaying motion. Instead, they tossed back and forth, side to side. Budi narrowed his eyes as he looked out toward the island. It was hard to see much with the sky so filled with ash, but instead of the single thin plume of smoke that had been emanating from the island for months now, heavy smoke poured out of the summits of all three mountains.

There was another loud explosion, and a crack of lightning overhead.

Budi tried to keep his voice calm. “We need to bring the animals together and leave, Dewi,” he said. “Now.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Melati
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August 26, 1883

Ketimbang

Melati flew down to the village to see what had happened, but she didn’t need to go far. Away out in the Sunda Strait, her island… her home… looked as though it was on fire. Huge white and gray clouds rose from the fiery craters, merging into what looked like a giant mushroom. The cloud rose up, then spread out wider and wider, rapidly moving toward the coastline of Sumatra, and likely Java, too, on the opposite side.

The town was in chaos. Humans were running around, screaming, knocking over food carts and stalls, pushing and shoving one another out of the way, while their animals—goats, dogs, donkeys, and horses—tried desperately to break free from their tethers or harnesses and escape. The horses’ eyes were wild as they reared up, shaking their hooves at the sky. They could feel it in the air, just as Melati could. An undercurrent of something terrible radiating out from the island in invisible waves.

In the harbor, boats strained at their mooring ropes. Some had already broken free and were being battered by the ever-increasing waves. A large steamer lay out at sea, rocking unnaturally up and down and side to side as the waves attacked from all directions. The steamer seemed to be attempting to come in to shore, but each time it came closer, the waves reared up, throwing it back out into the strait.

The clouds had moved directly overhead now, leaving the land and air thick with dust and ash. Melati tried to breathe out of her mouth to keep herself from feeling as though she were suffocating. She flew over the now-deserted market, searching for Johanna and her family. As much as she disliked Isaak for trapping her inside a cage, she still wanted them to be safe. She circled high, then lower as the dust cloud descended, looking for any sign of them, but they were nowhere to be seen. Behind the village, the mountain the humans called Rajabasa loomed. Melati watched as small groups of humans began frantically making their way along the narrow, winding path up the steep incline, trying, she supposed, to get to some kind of safety.

Someone screamed behind her. A group of humans were on the beach, wading through the turbulent waters and bravely trying to swim to their boats, which had gotten loose of their moorings. But suddenly, the tide receded. The surface lowered as though the water was draining away. The waves continued pulling back, back, back, until the fishermen found themselves standing in thick, muddy sand. Melati waited for the tide to return, but it didn’t. It continued going out, out, out, into the strait until it must have been miles away, and all that was left behind was a vast expanse of sand and exposed rock and coral, with flapping fish and sea creatures gasping for breath, wondering where the water had gone, and the fishermen’s nets and traps strewn across it.

“What’s happening?” Melati cried.

She couldn’t bear to wait and see what was going to happen next. No matter how far the ocean went, it would always return. And when it did, it was not going to be good. She had to warn Dewi. The cloud continued to throw down hot ash. It would take only one dry leaf, one small spark for the entire jungle to catch fire. Perhaps, Melati thought, if they headed up into the mountains, they might find some shelter.

She raced toward the rain forest. Another explosion sounded, this one louder than the last. It shook her feathers as she flew on, determined not to let her fear take over. The farther she flew, the thicker the air became, until she could hardly breathe.

Slowly, Melati was enveloped in darkness as the smoke became all-encompassing. She could no longer see the sun in the sky, nor any land below to help her get her bearings. She could barely see her own beak right in front of her, but she blindly flew on through the thick ashfall. Her heart pounded as terror consumed her, and she was caught between giving up, trying to land, and continuing on in the hope of finding somewhere safe. The hot air made her head feel fuzzy, and no matter how hard she flapped her wings, the layer of ash continued to build. Her wings became so heavy that she felt herself faltering. Lower and lower she glided, weary and afraid, searching desperately for anywhere to land.

Just as she was about to give in, she spotted something below her. She couldn’t make out what it was, but she didn’t have time or energy to worry about whether it was a safe place to land—she had to rest. She slowly came down but found herself surrounded by water. She landed with a splash in the ocean! Somehow, she had become so turned around that she had flown out to sea. The sudden shock of going from the scorching air to the frigid water made her lose her breath. She flapped frantically as the waves tossed her around. Her head ducked below the water, and a blast of pure adrenaline fueled by terror shot through her. She surfaced, coughing up salty water and shaking her wings with as much energy as she could muster to dry them before she was dragged under again.

She spun in all directions, panicking, trying to stay afloat, searching for something… anything that might save her. Then she saw it. A steamer. She was fading fast. She didn’t have the energy to try to make it back to land. The sea would claim her long before she got anywhere close. So she used the very last of her energy and forced herself out of the water and over to the steamer, landing, utterly exhausted and with little finesse, with a dull thud.

Despite the danger that came with being so close to humans, the explosions echoing all around, and the hot ash still raining down and choking her lungs, Melati felt her eyes flutter closed against her will, as the darkness embraced her.









[image: image]





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Budi



[image: image]





August 26, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

Budi charged through the jungle with Dewi clinging to his back for dear life. Budi had only two things on his mind—find Raja, then get the animals out of the rain forest and somewhere safe. Fast. He was no expert on volcanoes, but any animal could see that Krakatoa was about to erupt again, and when that happened, Budi didn’t even want to imagine what the consequences would be.

The temperature was rising fast. The air, heavy with smoke and ash, was stifling. He was grateful for his thick hide and that he wasn’t covered in fur like the tigers and leopards.

“Raja!” he yelled, thundering through the trees, knocking down bushes and sending a group of moonrats skittering and shrieking in all directions. Their beady eyes glared back at him as they hissed, baring their tiny sharp teeth. He ignored them and thundered on.

It was becoming harder to see where he was going. The ash cloud had blocked out the light from the sun, and although the canopy of trees gave some protection from the torrent that rained down upon them, there was still enough ash to coat the rain forest floor. Budi ran on, knocking his shoulder into a tree, hard, and sending Dewi sliding off his back.

“Are you all right?” Dewi and Budi asked each other at the same time. Budi gave Dewi a grim smile, then let her climb back up.

“I’ll be fine,” Budi said. “It’s just a bruise.” He shook himself off and ran on until he saw one of Raja’s tigers ahead, prowling back and forth through the dim light.

“Surya!” Budi called, recognizing the tiger. “Where is Raja?”

The tiger shook her head, her eyes wide, and it sent a flash of fear through Budi. There was very little that tigers had to be afraid of, with the exception, perhaps, of humans. But seeing the terror in the young tiger’s eyes was enough to make Budi want to flee that very second and never look back.

“I can’t find him!” Surya cried. “I can’t find any of my family. I’ve been going round and round in circles, but everything is different. I can’t find their scents anymore. This white rain has covered up everything.”

She held Budi’s gaze. “I’m worried…” she said. “I’m worried that if it continues, there might be nothing left of the jungle or any of us at all.”

Budi tried to give her a reassuring smile. “It won’t come to that,” he said. “Come with me and we will find Raja together. Then we will find somewhere to go where we will all be safe until this whole thing passes.”

Surya gave him a small smile in return, and the two made their way through the thick air. Budi was desperate to run on, but his shoulder still throbbed from when he’d run into the tree, and he had almost sent Dewi hurtling off. It was as if they were feeling their way through the dark, through an unknown territory where danger could be around any corner.

Ahead of him, the tiger stopped suddenly, and her ears pricked up. “I think he’s close,” she said. “I’ve found his scent. It’s faint, but it’s definitely him.”

They continued on a little way and found a group of tigers surrounding a huge fallen tree, prowling back and forth. The tigers turned as one as they heard Budi approach, and they instantly bared their teeth, only falling back when they saw that Surya was with him. As much as Raja liked to convince himself that Budi was as important as he in the jungle, Budi knew the tigers felt otherwise.

Budi walked forward to see what they had been guarding. Hiding beneath the fallen tree was Raja.

“Raja!” Budi said. “What are you doing? We have to leave the jungle; it’s not safe.”

The ground rumbled and shook, and Raja pulled himself farther beneath the tree, his eyes darting wildly back and forth in fear. “We need to stay here,” he replied, his voice shaky. “It is safe in the jungle. It has always been safe in the jungle. If we go out there—outside—who knows what we might find? Krakatoa is dangerous, I don’t deny it, but the humans, Budi. You know what the humans might do to us.”

Budi glanced at the faces of the tigers around them. Some of them, like Surya, seemed just as scared as he was and concerned for Raja, but others—Arif and Intan, a couple of the larger males—had a different look in their eyes. As if they were waiting to seize the chance to take control. As if they wanted Raja to fall apart.

“Please, give us a moment?” Budi asked them.

For a moment the tigers paused, looking to Arif, but Budi held the tiger’s gaze and stared him down until they strode away, just out of sight.

Dewi clambered down from Budi’s back, and Budi lowered his head as much as he could, straining his neck to get below the tree and force Raja to look at him. “Please, Your Majesty,” Dewi begged. “The animals need you.”

“Dewi is right,” Budi agreed. “The mountain is coming apart, and I’m worried that soon it won’t just be ash and dust raining down upon us but something much worse. We have to lead the animals away from here. I don’t know where, but I do know that we can’t stay.”

“There is nothing out there for us, Budi,” Raja growled. “Apart from the humans and their world. Here in the jungle we know we are safe. Protected. This is our territory. But out there…”

Budi lowered his voice so that only Raja could hear. “I know you are afraid, Raja, after what the humans did to you when you were a cub. I am afraid, too, but I am more afraid of what will happen if we stay.”

Raja bared his sharp teeth at Budi. “I am not afraid!” he snapped. “I am the king of the jungle. I have nothing to fear here. The jungle is mine. It is where we are all safe.”

Budi heard rustling behind him and lifted his head. Many animals had gathered together. Elephants, rhinos, monkeys, all white as ghosts from the ash, and panting with exhaustion. All looking to Raja for an answer.

“I’m not sure the rain forest is safe for us anymore, Raja,” Budi said quietly. “Come out and lead the animals. You are their king. They will follow you anywhere. We might not be safe around the humans alone, but together, they wouldn’t dare hurt us. We can protect one another.”

Raja laughed bitterly, then shook his head. “What is a king of the rain forest if he has no jungle? No home?”

“You are my friend,” Budi replied gently. “Come with us.”

Raja had started to shake his head again when another huge explosion cracked through the air. The animals, who were already on edge, panicked and fought one another to find somewhere to hide, but there was nowhere to go and no leader to follow.

“Raja, please!” Budi shouted over the chaos.

Raja looked at the ground, refusing to meet Budi’s glare. Then, before Budi could think of the words that might convince him, Raja leaped from his hiding place and disappeared into the jungle, leaving nothing but a whirling dust cloud in his wake. Some of the other tigers, including Surya, chased after Raja, seemingly wanting to take their chances and stay in the jungle with him, but the others, like Budi, knew it was time to leave.

Budi stared after them for a while, torn between his heart—wanting to go after his friend and try to make him change his mind—and his head—needing to protect the animals who also wanted to leave. They needed an animal who could take charge, and if Raja was unprepared to be that animal, then Budi would be brave and take his place.

“We’ve waited too long already,” Budi told Dewi as the earth shook with the aftershocks of another explosion. “Spread the word as quickly as you can. We are leaving the jungle.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Melati
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August 26, 1883

Sunda Strait

Large callused hands gently drew around Melati as she felt herself being lifted from the hard wooden floor she had crashed onto. Her head pounded, and she struggled to get her bearings as the world seemed to move in no particular pattern. She flapped her wings in a panic, afraid for a moment that Isaak had captured her again. But then a wave of water reared over the side of the boat, splashing her in the face and bringing her back to the present. She was on a steamer in the middle of the Sunda Strait.

The human carrying her gently stroked her head, calming her racing heart. He held her closely to his chest, stumbling as he lost his footing when the ship banked to one side. There was another spray of water, and this time Melati accidentally swallowed some. She coughed and choked on the salty water, although it slightly relieved the dryness in her throat for a moment. She felt as though she must have swallowed mouthfuls of ash and dust, and the water, as salty as it was, brought some relief.

They passed a tall pillar that belched out black steam, merging with the smoke already filling the sky from Krakatoa. Then they reached the door of a small cabin on the top deck at the front of the steamer. The man strained to haul the door open, one-handed, then shut it firmly behind him as he stepped through. Almost immediately, Melati’s senses calmed a little. It was quieter, and the air, although hot and musty and thick with the scent of human sweat, was at least clear. The man holding on to her loosened his grip a little so that she could sit up and take in her surroundings. She saw a large window at the front and one to each side, although they were so smeared with dust and ash that it was difficult to see anything out of them. The waves would rear up, briefly washing the grime away, only to be instantly replaced by more ash and soot. Just below the front window in the center of the cabin stood a large wooden wheel. Two men dressed in what looked like a uniform of a gray tunic and trousers shouted instructions at each other as they tried to hold the wheel steady.

“What have you got there, Captain?” one of the men asked Melati’s captor, noticing the colorful bird in his hands.

“Parakeet,” he answered in a gruff voice. “Found her out on deck, poor thing. Must have gotten lost trying to escape the island.”

The man who had rescued her, the captain, was taller than the other two men, with a thick black beard and mustache. His clothes were coated with grime and soaked through with sweat. He wore the same uniform as the other men with the addition of a hat on his head, and trails of sweat ran down his face.

“How is it looking?” the captain asked.

“The sea’s getting rougher, sir,” the other man, who was quite young, called out. “Shall we try to head back into Ketimbang harbor again?”

The captain shook his head. “The waves are growing by the minute. There’s no way we’d make it into harbor, and we’d be torn to pieces if we tried. We need to get as far away from Krakatoa as we can, as fast as possible. Try to outrun the waves and the debris that the volcano is throwing out. It’s our only chance.”

“Easier said than done, Captain,” the young man said as he struggled, along with the third man, to hold the large wooden wheel steady. “I’ve been in some terrible storms before, even sailed through a hurricane, but I’ve never seen the ocean act like this. One minute it’s dragging us out to sea, the next it’s throwing us back toward Sumatra. We can’t use the sails because they’ll just knock the whole boat over.”

The captain stroked Melati’s head again, looking troubled. “The eruptions from Krakatoa have disturbed the ocean,” he said. “I think it’s going to get a lot worse before the day’s end.”

Through the grimy ash-covered window, Melati watched some of the ship’s crew on deck, stamping on hot embers as they fell from the sky along with the ashes. One had a pail from which he threw water over any small fires that had ignited. Others tried to smother the flames before they had a chance to turn into something bigger. The entire steamer, men included, was covered in a thick layer of white and gray, and the crew coughed and wheezed as though it was hard to breathe. Melati knew how they felt. Inside, it was a little easier for her to breathe now, although her throat still burned and the heat was almost unbearable.

In the distance, Krakatoa roared, and loud bangs echoed around the steamer every ten minutes. Melati wished she could fly somewhere far, far away and bury herself in a nest until it was all over. But now, despite trying to save her friends from the danger, she found herself right in the middle of it. The door flew open suddenly and a man stood covered in ashes, his face red and streaked with sweat. He breathed heavily as he tried to find his voice.

“There’s something coming,” he managed to gasp out. “You have to see, Captain. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.”

The captain hurried after the man, taking Melati with him. She held a wing up over her face to try to shield it from the ash and the sea spray, but when she saw what the man was shouting about, she dropped her wing in horror.

There, on the horizon, racing toward them as though it had been sent from the island itself, was a huge black line. It rose above the sea level, getting higher and higher the closer it got to the steamer.

The captain yelled and ran back to the cabin, slamming the door behind him, with Melati barely managing to cling to him.

“Lash everything down!” he shouted at his men. “Yourselves included. Tell the crew and the passengers to get belowdeck and hold on for dear life. We’re going to have to ride this one out.”

The men looked terrified. “Ride what out, Captain?” one asked, his face white with fear.

The captain grabbed hold of the wooden wheel and spun it wildly to one side; then, as the steamer slowly turned, he pointed out the window as the mammoth wave bore down upon them, getting closer with Melati’s every heartbeat.

“That wave,” he said. “It’s a tsunami.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Raja



[image: image]





August 26, 1883

Southern Sumatran Rain Forest

Raja raced through the jungle, tripping and stumbling in the gloom. His fur caught on sharp thorns and bushes as he ran, and branches scratched at his face and body, but he didn’t care. He just needed to run, to get away from everything and everyone. Budi wanted him to lead the animals, to take charge and be the wise, courageous king that he was born to be. That he was meant to be. But he couldn’t. Budi’s faith in him was misplaced. Raja felt as terrified as a wild boar caught by a predator, knowing that whichever way it turned, tried to run, there was no escape—its fate was already sealed.

But Raja wasn’t a hapless boar. He was a Sumatran tiger, and he would fight to save himself and the other animals until his dying breath. Budi was wrong, he told himself, the jungle was a safe place. The biggest thing to fear wasn’t Krakatoa with its earth-shattering explosions, or the ash that fell from the sky and stung his eyes and choked him. It was the humans. They were what the animals needed to fear the most. Once the animals left the jungle, they were as lost as prey out in the open. The humans would take what they needed for meat and fur, and kill the rest.

Raja forced himself to run on, but his legs were weary, his head disoriented from not being able to recognize where he was. His muscles ached, and his fur was slick with sweat from the blistering heat. He eventually allowed himself to slow a little. To take a small rest before he began searching for somewhere to hide, to wait for the rumblings, tremors, and fire falling from the sky to be over; then he would find Budi and the others, and they would laugh and everything would be as it once was.

And Raja would never be afraid again.

He stopped, finally giving in to exhaustion, and slumped to the ground, wishing that there were water nearby… even a few raindrops or dew on a leaf, anything that could quench his raging thirst and quell the burning in his throat and lungs. But there was nothing but ash, wherever he looked, and it showed no sign of letting up anytime soon.

Suddenly, a movement came through the trees behind him. Raja heard it a second before it happened, but although his usual reaction was to jump to his feet and pounce on whatever stalked him, he barely even cared anymore. Besides, the only animal foolish enough to try to sneak up on him like this was Budi, and Raja wasn’t in the mood for another one of his lectures.

Raja sighed and forced himself to stand, even though his legs were shaking and he could barely hold his head up. Still, he did so with what little energy he had left because he was, after all, king of the jungle.

“Leave me alone, Budi!” Raja growled, waiting for his friend to come and try to persuade him to change his mind again. But it wasn’t Budi. It was one of his tigers.

“Raja!”

Raja’s heart leaped into his throat. “Surya!” he cried, panic rising in his chest. “What are you doing here? Why didn’t you leave with the others?”

“I couldn’t leave you here,” Surya replied. She looked as exhausted as Raja felt, and a pang of guilt spread through his stomach. She was only here for him. She might have been safe with Budi, but her loyalty to the king had made her choose a different path. The wrong path, Raja realized with horror.

“I’m not alone,” Surya continued. “We tigers are solitary creatures, as you know. But you are also our king. Where you go, we follow. If you believe that we are safe here, then we trust you.”

She moved aside as more and more tigers came forward. Each as bedraggled and filthy and covered in ash as the last. Even Arif and Intan, his rivals, who were always plotting a way to get the better of Raja and remove him from his position as head of the jungle, had come. And between them stood five small tiger cubs who were no more than a few months old.

“No!” Raja cried out, the full realization sinking in of what his selfish choice had done. The fear he had felt for himself was nothing compared to the fear he felt now, seeing the tigers walk right into danger because he was too scared of humans.

“You shouldn’t have followed me!” he roared. “You need to go, now! All of you. Find Budi and the others and leave the jungle.”

Surya stepped forward, confused. “But… the jungle is safe. You said so yourself. Why would you stay here if it weren’t?”

“Because he is a coward!” Arif growled. “Raja cares nothing for us or any other animal in the jungle. He cares only for himself. He wouldn’t even listen to that overgrown rhino Budi. I knew we shouldn’t have stayed.”

Surya spun around, her teeth bared, ready to challenge Arif, but Raja moved in front of her, his head bowed.

“Arif is right,” Raja told them. “I was afraid. Afraid of the mountain, afraid of the humans, afraid of what might happen. I was thinking only of myself, not the rest of you. Budi tried to make me see that, but I didn’t listen, and now I have put you all in terrible danger.”

As if hearing his words, the mountain roared once more. Loud pattering noises sounded all around, but instead of cooling rain, stones fell. Hot stones, many still glowing and pulsing orange with an intense heat that Raja had felt only once before. He glanced down at the puckered scar slashed across his body, remembering the searing pain when a human had attacked him with his flaming torch.

“Fire!” Raja shouted. “We must leave the jungle at once.” He looked to Arif and Intan. “Lead the way,” he ordered. “I will follow to make sure none are left behind.”

The two tigers held Raja’s gaze for a moment, then nodded, turning quickly to usher the others along with them, trying to find a path through the trees. The tigers ran, faster than they had ever run before, like a herd of elephants being chased. All around them the hot stones from Krakatoa continued to fall, igniting small fires here and there among the dry leaves on the jungle floor.

The fires quickly spread, jumping from leaf to leaf, then from stick to branch, rampaging up the tree trunks and engulfing them until Raja could see nothing ahead or behind but fire. It crackled and danced as though mocking him, telling him to stay where he was, to give up. But something inside made him continue on. The tigers needed him. Budi needed him. No matter what happened to his jungle, while Raja still had breath in his body he would fight and keep the animals safe.

Finally, as the trees thinned, the fires died down. Raja emerged onto a muddy track that led into the humans’ village. He moved slowly at first, cautiously checking to see if any danger was close by. But the path was deserted. He nodded to Arif and Intan to continue up the hill. There were tracks here in the mud—it looked as though it had been churned up by a thousand feet, which, Raja supposed, it had been, by the animals.

“The others went this way,” he called out. “Follow the tracks; we should be able to catch up with them.”

The tigers began following the tracks up the steep hill while Raja kept watch.

“Raja!” Surya called out. “You need to see this.”

Raja ran along the path a little way to where Surya was waiting. “Look,” she said, gesturing to the ground with a paw.

Raja recognized the large footprints that had made deep indentations in the ground. He knew them as well as his own. “Budi,” he said. “Why did he go in this direction if the others went up the hill?”

The footprints continued, winding away from the hill and down toward the human village.

“Surya,” Raja said, “I need to find Budi. You go ahead with the others, and I will meet up with you.”

Surya tried to protest, but Raja barely heard her as, with a sudden renewed energy, he sprinted in the direction of the footprints, not stopping until he had reached the edge of the village.

He paused at the top of the hill leading down into the village. He could see nothing but chaos, and he realized that he had been foolish to worry about any threat from the humans. They were as terrified as the animals, perhaps even more so. Men and women were screaming and running, carrying baskets and small children and whatever else they could manage. Behind the village, a steady stream of humans had begun making their way up the imposing mountain.

Raja narrowed his eyes. “But why?” he asked out loud. “There is no fire in the village.”

He gazed out across the ocean. Through the gloom, Raja could just make out the island, only because it emitted an eerie orange glow. The water was choppy, and the tide had come in much farther than usual, Raja guessed, because it had flooded several houses close to the shore.

“Where are you, Budi?” Raja said, scanning the village. But with the sky dark and the air thick with dust and ash, he knew he would never find Budi from his vantage point, as large as the rhino was.

“Time to face your fears, Raja,” he told himself, and he headed into the village toward the humans.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Melati
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August 26, 1883

Sunda Strait

Melati had never heard that word before, tsunami, but she could see well enough to know what it meant, and it sent a shock wave of terror through her very core. She flew from the captain’s hand onto the inner ledge of the window as waves lashed against the steamer. In the distance, the gap between the boat and the wave grew rapidly narrower. It was high enough that Melati could no longer see Krakatoa island beyond it, or the smoke the mountains emitted. Nothing seemed to slow it down. Melati had fleetingly hoped that as it moved away from the island, it might slow, eventually petering out so that by the time it reached the steamer it would be nothing more than a large wave butting against the ship’s sides.

Unfortunately, the opposite was true. The massive wall of water gained speed as it moved. The closer it came, the faster and higher the wave grew. An enormous mass of water, churning and thundering toward them. Melati’s breath caught in her throat. What would happen when it finally reached them?

“Get belowdeck!” the captain ordered the two remaining men in his crew.

The men exchanged a look, one opening his mouth as though about to protest, but the captain barked out his final order: “NOW!” The men hurried out of the cabin, disappearing into the swell of ash and water as they headed out across the deck to get below.

For a moment Melati considered going after them, but she had no energy left to attempt to fly away from the wave, and she couldn’t see how she would be any safer belowdeck. The wave was going to hit them no matter what they did. However fast the steamer sailed, it would never be fast enough to outrun the tsunami.

She would stay until it was over, she decided. The captain caught Melati’s eye and gave her a grim smile. “Better find something to hold on to, little bird,” he told her before grabbing a coiled rope from a corner and wrapping it around his waist a few times, then lashing it around the wheel’s pedestal. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

Melati frantically searched the cabin for something to cling to, but in the end she chose to sit on the captain’s shoulder. There was nowhere else, and she decided that she had no other choice but to be brave like the captain and face the impending doom head-on.

The captain spun the wheel again and again in an attempt to turn the steamer. As the ship responded, it turned so that the waves began hitting it side-on. The force of the waves caused the steamer to rock back and forth with such intensity that Melati felt she was going to be sick. She dug her claws into the captain’s shoulder, sure that she must be hurting him, but if she was, he showed no sign of it. Despite the continual barrage of waves against the side, the steamer somehow managed to remain upright.

As the steamer continued to turn, Melati chanced a peep out the side window to look behind them. The wave was gaining on them. Fast. Still, the captain kept turning the wheel, until they had spun almost all the way around and were facing in the opposite direction—back toward the shore and Sumatra. Melati suddenly realized what the man was attempting to do. He aimed to outrun Nature herself.

Melati felt as if her heart was going to beat out of her chest at any moment, her fear was so intense. It was utter madness to think that the steamer had any chance of surviving a collision with the mammoth wave. The boat thrashed back and forth, up and down with the tossing waves. Melati clung to the captain with all her might, trying not to be thrown to the floor.

With a tremendous shove, the wave smacked into the back of the steamer and they suddenly gained speed. But the rush of water that Melati had been expecting didn’t come. She felt the boat begin to shift downward. Instead of being consumed by the tsunami, the boat had somehow managed to stay afloat and was now being steadily lifted, higher and higher into the sky, riding the crest of the immense wave like a dolphin.

Melati opened her eyes wide in shock. The boat continued to tip forward as they rose up and up, and Melati found herself wedged into the corner of the window as the boat became almost vertical. The captain howled and hollered and cursed at the ocean as they reached the very pinnacle of the wave.

Then the boat leveled itself and soared atop the wave and across the ocean as though it were a bird in flight. As the wave passed beneath them, the steamer began to lower slowly back to the usual surface level of the ocean, eventually settling and puttering along as though everything were absolutely normal and they hadn’t just escaped death in the most terrifying, impossible way.

Melati sat breathless, her wings splayed out as she tried to keep herself from sliding to the floor in a puddle of feathers. The captain stared out the window at the back of the wave that they had somehow sailed right over, and then he laughed, a booming sound that shook Melati from her state of shock and had her squawking right along with him. It was nothing short of miraculous. She shook her head, trying to wake herself up from whatever dream or nightmare she had been having, because surely such a thing was not possible.
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But the proof was still out there, racing along across the ocean, growing with every second.

Melati felt her heart stop. The wave was still going. The tsunami wasn’t ebbing away as waves usually do. It was getting bigger, and faster.

And it was heading directly for the coast of Sumatra and Ketimbang.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Raja
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August 26, 1883

Ketimbang

As night fell, the village became shrouded in ash. Raja weaved his way in and out, trying to avoid the obstacles both on the ground and in the sky, as the sand and stones continued to fall. The only light came from the flashes of lightning that slashed across the sky, almost in tandem with the explosions from Krakatoa, which came every few minutes now, and the dull orange glow from the island itself.

After a while, Raja caught Budi’s scent on the wind. It was difficult to follow because there were so many other overwhelming scents the closer he got to the village. But the one that was the clearest, so strong that it was second only to the foul smell of gases and dust on the air, was fear. Human and animal alike. It didn’t matter which. They intermingled into a stench so fierce that Raja had to force himself to focus on Budi’s scent, which was weakening by the minute.

Raja almost smiled to himself, wondering how a giant rhino like Budi could wander through town seemingly unnoticed, but then the humans were preoccupied with other things, such as staying alive. They continued to evacuate the town, many heading up the hill to where Raja had just come from. The waves were moving ever closer to the village, the sea disturbed as it churned and boiled and the beach nowhere to be seen beneath it. Each explosion seemed to send the water into a heightened frenzy. With every flash of lightning, Raja got another view of the devastation the eruption was already wreaking on the village.

Boats were thrown around in the harbor—those that were still tethered. They crashed and cracked together until they slowly disappeared beneath the waves. The tide rose and fell impossibly high, then impossibly low, then back up again. In one flash, Raja saw that it had receded so far out that he could see nothing but the wreckage of boats it had devoured lying helplessly in the sand. In the next flash, the tide was back again, fiercer than ever. It had reached many of the humans’ wooden huts already, and with each ebb and flow it came closer. But the most curious thing was that despite everything, there was little wind, and no storm.

More and more humans were following the trail of evacuees who headed up the hill, choosing to take a better-known path rather than attempt to make their way high up into the mountain, Rajabasa. Some, though, seemed to be as stubborn as Raja had been, remaining in the village, not wanting to leave behind their homes or the few possessions they had.

“Budi!” Raja cried out, hoping his friend might be somewhere close by. He couldn’t understand why Budi had come this way and not gone up the mountainside with the others. Raja sniffed the ground again and caught a whiff of something different, but familiar.

Pangolin.

“Dewi?”

Raja followed the scent. It became stronger with each step, until he was sure he would be upon them at any moment. Raja thought that if it weren’t for all the dust and the darkness, he would probably have spotted them a long time ago. Despite his ridiculous boasts of being able to remain concealed in the jungle, a rhino as large as Budi was not usually that difficult to spot.

Raja moved on. Then his head hit something hard and rough with quite an unpleasant smell.

“Budi!” Raja cried, crinkling his nose in disgust as he realized what he had walked into.

Budi turned his head. “Raja! You left the jungle.” Budi looked around. “Where are the others? The tigers? I tried to convince them to come with us, but they refused to leave you.”

“They are safe,” Raja said, “or at least as safe as can be, I hope. They are following the other animals up the mountain. I saw your footprints and followed them into the village. What are you doing here?”

“Melati,” Dewi, beside Budi, answered in a small trembling voice. “I thought she might have come here to check on the human girl, but there is no sign of her. I begged Budi to help me search for her. I hope she didn’t go back to Krakatoa.”

“Melati will be fine,” Raja reassured her. “I am sure of it. Besides, she is a bird, she is free to fly wherever she pleases. She is probably far away from here, napping in the branches of a palm tree.”

“Which is exactly what I already said,” Budi replied.

Dewi’s head dropped. “I’m sorry, Budi. I just needed to be sure.”

There was a rush of water and suddenly they found themselves standing knee-deep in murky, debris-covered ocean. Raja reached out to grab hold of Dewi with his paw as the water pulled back again, almost dragging her out with it.

“It’s coming closer inland,” Raja said. “We need to get up the mountain and on higher ground.”

Budi nodded. But before they could move, the tide came again, this time knocking Dewi over and sending Raja floating away. Raja held out his claws, desperately scrabbling to try to catch hold of something before he was swept out to sea. Around him, entire buildings, wooden planks, roofs, and trees were taken along for the ride. Behind him, Raja could see Budi still standing where he had left, looking slightly alarmed but not moving as the water rushed around him.

To his relief, Dewi had somehow managed to climb up onto Budi’s back and was clinging to his front horn for dear life. Raja was swept past a row of tall palm trees that had so far survived the flood. A couple of humans had shinned their way up the trunks. They clung to them as the trees swayed with the rush of water. Raja turned his body in the water, using his paws to propel himself closer to the nearest tree. As he swept past it, he reached out and caught the trunk with his sharp claws, digging them in. The water moved on without him, and as it began to go back out in the opposite direction, Raja hauled his soaking-wet body up and out of the water with as much strength as he could muster, until he was halfway up the tree, just like the humans, and above sea level.

He watched and waited until the water had all but drained away, then leaped down from the tree in one swift jump and raced back over to Budi.

“We need to go before the water returns,” he told them.

Budi didn’t need to be told twice. They followed a muddy path that led up to the base of Mount Rajabasa. Another wave hit the village behind him, and Raja turned to see more buildings being washed away. As the sea subsided, it left nothing but wreckage behind. There was a small cry, and Raja’s ears pricked up, thinking it was one of the tiger cubs.

“Wait!” Raja called out to Budi, ignoring Budi’s protests as he ran back along the path. He had to go only a little way before he found a small bundle sitting in the mud, sodden and crying out for its mother. But it wasn’t a tiger cub, it was a human boy.

“Where is your mother?” Raja growled at the small boy, a little more fiercely than he had intended. The little boy stopped crying for a second as his eyes widened in shock at seeing a huge tiger looming over him. Then he began crying all the louder.

Raja looked around helplessly for any sign of the boy’s mother or any human who might be able to help better than he could, but there was no one in sight.

“You need to go up the mountain,” Raja growled at the boy, a little more quietly this time, even though he knew the boy couldn’t understand him.

The boy just stared back at Raja, his body heaving with sobs. He reached out with his small hand and tentatively stroked Raja’s fur.

“Raja!” Budi called out from a little way up the mountain. “The water is coming again.”

Raja didn’t have time to think. The boy was so small he would be washed out to sea with the tide. Even if he was a human, he was just a cub, and Raja protected all cubs no matter which type of animal they were.

He quickly grabbed the back of the boy’s sodden tunic and lifted him from the ground as gently as he could. The boy stopped crying in surprise, and as Raja began running, the boy swung back and forth, giggling.

Raja reached Budi and Dewi. He ignored their questions about what he was doing with a human cub and followed the tracks the humans had left. Even with the boy in his jaws, it didn’t take him long to catch up to the back of the human pack. As he set the boy carefully down on the ground, a woman screamed and rushed toward him, carrying a large stick, which she waved angrily at Raja.

She hurtled toward Raja, ignoring the cries from the other humans calling for her to stay back. Raja shrank back a little, memories of the human who had burned him flooding into his head. He tried to stay calm and docile, to show her that he meant her no harm, but the adrenaline pulsing through his body urged him to fight to protect himself. But as she neared, the little boy moved to stand in front of Raja protectively. He held up his hands, shouting something back at the woman. The woman paused, and the boy smiled at her, pointing first down the mountain and then at Raja. The woman stared at Raja, her eyes narrowing. She slowly lowered her stick to the ground, then knelt down and wept as the boy ran into her arms. She kissed the boy all over, then looked back at Raja, her face stained with the tracks of her tears.

She gave Raja a small smile and a nod, then grabbed her son by the hand and hurried back to the other humans.

“You saved him,” Budi said, with a hint of both pride and surprise in his voice.

Raja let out a sigh of relief and shrugged. “Maybe not all humans are bad,” he admitted.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Budi
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August 27, 1883

5:00 AM

Ketimbang

It was early in the morning, Budi guessed, but it was hard to tell for sure because the sun, having been obscured by the dark clouds, had never returned. Budi felt as though it must be the end of the world, and no matter how far they traveled or how long, they would never be safe again. He climbed wearily onward, up the path, which was little more than trampled dirt from where the humans had gone before them. Dewi, utterly overwhelmed by having almost been washed out to sea, had clambered onto Budi’s back with a little help from Raja.

“What’s happening?” Dewi cried. “Where are we?”

“It’s all right, Dewi. You’re safe now,” Budi reassured her, even though he didn’t really believe they were safe yet.

“I had a terrible dream,” Dewi said with a sniffle. “That the jungle burned, and us with it.”

Budi felt his throat close up. What he could he tell Dewi? That they no longer had a home?

“You need to rest, Dewi,” he told her. “You are exhausted.”

Dewi nodded, then settled back down onto Budi’s back. After a while, her quick, troubled breaths slowed as she fell back to sleep.

Budi glanced back at his friend Raja. His head hung low and his once thick and lustrous fur now stuck to his body, matted with mud and ash, making him appear half the size he actually was. Raja’s tail dragged along the ground as he stumbled and swayed unsteadily on his paws after Budi.

Budi paused and waited for him to catch up.

“Raja,” he said. “Do you need to rest?”

Raja let out a small growl and glared at Budi with fierce but weary eyes. “No. We continue on until we find the others.”

Budi opened his mouth to say more, but Raja snarled and he thought better of it.

The mountain became steeper with each heavy plod of Budi’s feet. The higher they went, the more fiercely the wind swept around them, almost as hot as the very sun itself, sending ash, dust, and burning cinders swirling in a hellish whirlwind. Behind him, Raja coughed and wheezed, gasping for breath as much as Budi did. Budi felt as if he were breathing in nothing but dust and that the very air itself had left them for somewhere safer.

“We need to rest,” Budi said to Raja. “I need to rest. Dewi is not as light as she looks.”

Raja nodded slowly and joined his friend as they sat together in silence on the filthy path. Every so often Raja’s tail would flick back and forth, and Budi sensed that the tiger was anxious to move on, but at the same time, he was afraid. Budi had never seen Raja like this—his usual energy and determination draining out of him with every step.

Budi peered down to the village they had left behind, although there was not much left to see now. The waves had grown bigger and all but washed everything away.

“What’s that?” Raja managed to say. “Out in the ocean.”

Budi narrowed his eyes, trying to see what Raja was talking about. His eyes weren’t sharp at the best of times, and now, with the air filled with smoke, he could see nothing but a large black line in the distance. The horizon, he supposed, but then he realized that he could no longer see Krakatoa.

“It’s moving, Budi,” Raja said, his voice suddenly alert and urgent. He rose to his feet. “Look, Budi, the water, it’s coming closer.”

Budi didn’t have to squint now; he could see it. It was so impossibly high, so vast that he could barely take in what he was actually seeing. The giant wave roared across the strait, heading right for Ketimbang and Mount Rajabasa.

“We need to go,” Budi said.

Raja seemed to find a final spurt of energy from within and raced ahead, glancing back at Budi every few feet and then out to the wave. “Hurry, Budi,” he urged. “HURRY! We’re not high enough. We have to move faster or we’ll all be lost.”

Budi could hear the wave now, the sound echoing all around. The crash and deafening roar as it reached the shore and erased everything in its path.

“Dewi!” Budi yelled above the noise. “Hold on to me. It’s going to get a bit rough.”

Dewi woke with a start and squealed. She dug her sharp claws into Budi’s skin as Budi charged on, half-blind from the gloom, half-deaf from the uproar all around him. Ahead he could hear screams and shouts coming from the humans, and in a few minutes he and Raja had reached the back of their pack. But the giant wave had scared the humans, and instead of staying together, they now scrambled to escape it—pushing and climbing over one another, abandoning the few belongings they had salvaged, and grabbing hold of the smaller humans, dragging them along as they, too, screamed in fear.

“They’re going the wrong way,” Raja growled.

Budi watched as some of the humans, in their confusion, got turned around and began heading across the mountain rather than up.

“We need to hurry!” Dewi said, her eyes wide as she stared behind her.

“Dewi is right,” Budi told Raja. “There’s no time to stand and watch them.”

Raja shook his head. “No, Budi. We need to show them the way. My eyesight is far superior to theirs. I can lead them to safety.”

Budi stared at Raja, sure that his friend had finally succumbed to the heat and gone mad. “How?” he said finally. “You can’t tell them where to go.”

Raja shook his head. “No, but we can show them.”

“He’s lost his mind!” Dewi screeched.

Raja raced off to the east of the mountain, yelling back to Budi, “You take the other side. Together we can bring them back and head them in the right direction.”

“Budi,” Dewi protested, “we have no time!”

Budi’s heart raced. His head urged him to leave the humans behind. They had no time to try to save everyone. The wave would be upon them at any moment, and he wasn’t sure that they were high enough yet to escape it. Then they would all be doomed. But his heart told him to stay. To help his friend, who was, in that moment, braver and more of a leader than Budi had ever seen him.

“We have to try,” Budi said. He headed off in the opposite direction, not bothering to slow as he approached the humans.

His plan had the desired effect. The humans stopped in their tracks, no longer focused on the huge wave, but now desperate to escape the crazed rhinoceros charging toward them. They turned as one, moving back to the path. There were loud screams from the other direction and a roar that somehow managed to be heard above everything else that was going on, and a second later, Budi saw another crowd of humans running toward him, with Raja growling and snapping at their heels.

The two groups merged and, with Budi on one side and Raja on the other, slowly gathered together. But then they remained where they were. Huddled against one another, frozen in terror, as though they had decided to give up all hope.

“Why won’t they move?” Raja roared.

“They are afraid,” Budi told him. “They believe us to be as much a threat to them as the wave.”

Raja shook his head, frustrated. “Move!” he roared. “The wave will soon be upon us. We have to move!”

“They can’t understand you,” Dewi shouted as the humans stayed where they were.

Suddenly there was movement from the front of the crowd, and a small boy pushed his way forward.

“The human cub!” Budi said. “It’s the boy you saved.”

Raja stepped forward to stand in front of the boy. The boy reached out his trembling hand and stroked Raja’s filthy, matted fur. Then the boy’s mother stepped forward and did the same.

Budi took his chance: He walked past the crowd and headed up the mountainside. Slowly, one by one, the humans followed, finally understanding what the animals had been trying to tell them. Their pace quickened as the wave reached the base of the mountain with an immense crash. Budi ran on, not looking back now, just desperate to reach the top, or at least to get high enough that the water couldn’t touch them.

But then another blast erupted from the island, and suddenly everything went dark. The air was thick with black smoke, and lightning flashed and pulsed through the air. Dewi screamed and huddled tight against Budi’s back. All around him, huge chunks of pumice, stone, and sand rained down from the sky. Budi charged on, running left and right, narrowly avoiding being hit by the assault from above, while the wave finally hit the side of the mountain and the ground trembled and shook. Budi felt a splash of water on his skin, but nothing more, as the water subsided.

The threat from Krakatoa was still present, though, and Budi ran on, Dewi’s sharp claws digging into his thick hide—but all he could think of, while he choked on the thick air, was to find somewhere safe, and then, maybe, it would finally be over.

He reached the top, or as close to the top of the mountain as he could manage, as exhaustion finally overcame him. He slumped to the ground, his sides heaving as he tried to breathe. The air was a little clearer here, but the downpour of debris from the island was never-ending. He watched as the humans joined him. Many of them were coughing and struggling to breathe. Many more were injured, limping, covered in blood from where they had been hit by the missiles falling from the sky. Their faces and skin were red, burned in places from the intense heat.
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Budi watched and waited helplessly, wishing there were something he could do to aid them. Then he realized that there was no sign of Raja. The fastest creature he knew. He gently stood, allowing Dewi to slide down to the ground.

“Where is Raja?” she whispered, her entire body trembling.

“Stay here,” Budi ordered. “I will find him.”

Budi made his way through the increasing crowd of humans. They moved aside, silently allowing him to pass. Their heads were bowed, their hearts and bodies broken. He followed the path until he saw two solitary humans standing side by side, hand in hand. A woman and a small boy. Their heads, too, were bowed as they gazed down at something lying still and broken on the ground. Budi moved closer, his heart racing and his head spinning. It couldn’t be… not Raja… the strongest, fiercest creature he knew. How could it be?

But as he drew nearer, his worst fears were confirmed. The woman and her cub moved aside to allow Budi room to stand over his silent friend.

Raja.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Melati
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August 27, 1883

6:15 AM

Ketimbang

The moment the door to the cabin was flung open by the captain’s crew, congratulating him and thanking him for saving their lives, Melati took her chance and flew out. She was exhausted, but the only thing on her mind was reaching her friends and making sure they were safe. She raced through the humid air, ignoring the explosions behind her from the island, dodging the volley of red-hot rocks that pelted down all around her. She focused on one thing: the wall of water in front of her. She knew she would never be able to catch up with it—it moved faster than even Raja. But she couldn’t turn her back on her friends. She needed to make sure that Johanna and her family had somehow made it out of Ketimbang, and that Dewi and Budi and the others were safe.

The wave seemed to have spread out even farther now, and Melati could see nothing of the coastline of Sumatra. She hoped it might slow down, or change course… anything but hit the land. But she had already witnessed one miracle that day. She wasn’t sure she would live to see another. She was still a few miles out from Ketimbang when the wave hit the land. The noise was louder than the explosions. Or at least that was how it sounded inside Melati’s head. It washed across the land without pause, wiping out everything and anything in its way. Boats, trees, buildings.

In its wake it left nothing but utter devastation. The sand was stripped from the beach; in its place lay massive chunks of coral dredged up from the ocean’s depths and lumps of rock that had broken away from Krakatoa. Where there had once been a thriving village called Ketimbang, there was nothing left. Not even the pretty white house on the hill.

A few tree trunks stuck out of the ground, looking as though they had been cut down by a giant ax. Broken wooden planks lay here and there, and, sticking up out of the mud, the foundations of some of the few houses that hadn’t been completely swept away. It was as though Melati had gone back into the past to a time before the village even existed, when it was just mud flats and jungle. Except there wasn’t even a jungle to speak of. No animals remained, no humans. No sign of any life at all.

Everything was just gone.

Melati’s strength faded. She felt as destroyed as Ketimbang itself. The only thing that stopped her from just letting herself fall and be taken by the water was the thought that her friends might still be out there. Might need her help in some way. She mustered up what little energy she had left and looked to the only thing that was still standing. Mount Rajabasa.

Rajabasa was high enough that the wave, as enormous as it was, didn’t reach anywhere near the top. There was a chance that, if the humans and animals had had enough time, they might have made it. So that was where Melati decided she had to go first. She looked out to sea for a final time at her old home. Krakatoa continued to spurt out smoke and fire, rock and pumice, and Melati knew she would never be able to return. She forced herself to turn away and flew onward for the summit of Rajabasa, but as she flew, an eruption, louder than any that had gone before, blasted out from Krakatoa.

Melati fell from the sky, stunned, landing in a pool of seawater and thick mud. She shook her head, disoriented. She couldn’t hear anything. The world around her had suddenly gone deathly silent. There were no crashes or rumbles or explosions from the island. No sounds of the waves smashing against the shore, no cracks of lightning from the clouds above.

Nothing.

Melati began to panic, flapping her wings and trying to get free from the thick mud she had sunk into. Her feathers and wings were coated, and in the heat the mud started to rapidly dry, stiffening every part of her body. Without her hearing, Melati felt completely lost. Any sense of direction or of where she was or of how she was going to get out of the mud completely left her.

She closed her eyes, trying to rely on her other senses. She could smell the smoke and the foul gases emitted by Krakatoa. She took a deep breath despite the stench, and her heart began to slow and calm down. She could feel the warmth of the air all around her, and the stickiness of the mud. She could taste the dust and ash in her mouth, and the salt from the ocean.

She opened her eyes again and looked around her. Nearby, caught around a felled tree, was a tangled fisherman’s net. She craned her neck, reaching out her beak as far as she could. The tip touched the net, but she was not quite close enough to catch hold of it. She took another deep breath, wriggling herself back and forth in the mud, then tried again. The movement had shifted her body slightly, and as she leaned out, pushing herself to go as far as she could, her beak caught the edge of the netting. She quickly clamped down on it and pulled. To her relief, the netting remained firmly attached to the tree. Slowly, inch by painful inch, Melati used her beak to pull her body out of the mud. She dug her claws into the ground and pushed herself up.

Finally, she eased herself out, with a loud squelching, sucking noise, and realized that she could hear again. There was a loud ringing deep inside her head, but she could hear. Enough that she knew there was likely to be another big explosion coming. She shook as much of the mud from her wings as she could, using her beak to scrape off the worst of it; then, despite her heavy wings, she clumsily took to the sky, hoping she would find survivors on Rajabasa.
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Budi
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August 27, 1883

8:00 AM

Mount Rajabasa

Budi nudged the woman and the boy aside, trying to get closer to Raja. He couldn’t be… Budi couldn’t bring himself to even think the word. He leaned over his friend and gently pushed at him with his nose. There was no response. Raja looked so small suddenly. The way he had when he was a cub. His body lay limp and silent.

“Raja,” Budi whispered, “can you hear me?”

Raja didn’t react.

Budi nudged him harder with one of his horns. “Raja!” he bellowed. “You let me beat you to the top of the hill, but I’ll give you a second chance now, if you wake up.”

Budi watched and waited. There was a movement, ever so small, in Raja’s chest. A breath. The tiniest breath, but that was enough for Budi. His friend was still alive. Barely. Budi wouldn’t let him die here on this filthy mountainside. Not when he’d come so far. Not when he’d saved so many humans. Budi knelt down on his front legs with some difficulty and wedged his front horn, then his head, beneath Raja’s body.

Then, with trembling legs, he lifted. Raja stayed still at first, the heaviness of him weighing Budi down. But Budi refused to let him go.

“Stand up, Raja!” Budi ordered. “Otherwise you will have to face the indignity of me carrying you up the mountain, and you know Arif and Intan will never let you live that down.”

Budi’s voice cracked as Raja stirred slightly. He looked over to the woman and the boy, who watched them both silently, in awe of the rhinoceros and the tiger. The woman shook her head suddenly, as though coming to her senses, and told the boy to fetch something. The boy raced off and returned a couple of minutes later, moving swiftly but carefully back down the hill, carrying a coconut shell.

When he reached them, the boy held it out to Budi, and he saw what was inside. Water. It wasn’t much—the shell was barely half full, and the water was murky and had a layer of dust on the surface—but Budi knew that it was water the humans could ill afford to spare, and he felt so overcome that he almost dropped Raja.

The boy moved closer to Raja while his mother brushed his fur away from his face. Raja’s huge jaws hung open, and the boy gasped at the sight of Raja’s long, sharp teeth, but he didn’t shy away. He held the shell up to Raja’s mouth and slowly let some water trickle out. Raja’s tongue moved, and he lapped at the water, his eyes flickering open.

“Drink, Raja!” Budi encouraged, lowering his friend back to the ground.

Raja lifted his head, and the boy crouched beside him, laying the coconut shell on the ground. Raja greedily gulped down the rest of the water, and Budi felt a flash of longing. He was so thirsty himself, he could barely swallow anymore. He hoped there might be more water where that had come from—otherwise, it didn’t matter how safe they were from the waves or the island, they would all die from dehydration before the day was over.

Raja licked the coconut shell clean, then gave Budi a small smile.

“I just needed a little rest, that’s all,” he said, seeing the concern on Budi’s face.

“I told you I was faster than you,” Budi teased. Then his voice became serious. “I thought we had lost you, Raja. Can you stand?”

Raja nodded weakly, then, leaning against Budi for support, he stood on trembling legs and surveyed the mountain. “How much farther do we have to go?”

“Not far,” Budi said. “The humans are making camp near the top.”

“What about the island?” Raja asked. “Is it over?”

“I don’t know,” Budi admitted. “I fear not.”

The falling debris from the last eruption had eased off a little, Budi thought, but the sky was still dark, and the island continued to grumble. He wondered how there could possibly be anything left of Krakatoa. So much of it seemed to have been blown apart and into the sky.

“I think we are safe from the waves at least,” Budi said finally.

The two friends made their way with painful slowness up the mountain, both unable to move much faster than a shuffle along the path.

“Maybe the others will have made it?” Raja asked hopefully. “The tigers and the other animals?”

Budi didn’t answer. He had neither the energy nor the desire to lie to Raja and raise his hopes. He had sent the other animals up the mountainside hours before he had met up with Raja in Ketimbang. If they had made it, they should have been there already on top of Rajabasa, awaiting his arrival. But apart from him, Dewi, and a few other animals belonging to the humans—horses and a donkey—there had been no sign of any animals from their jungle.

They arrived at the camp, and Dewi ran over to Budi, clinging to his leg with such ferocity that Budi had to shake her off.

“Budi! Raja!” she cried. She stepped forward eagerly as though about to hug Raja, too, then seemed to remember who she was and who Raja was and think better of it.

“Where are the others?” Raja asked, looking around.

Dewi lowered her head. “There is only me,” she said. “And the humans.”

Budi followed Raja’s gaze around the makeshift camp. There were trees still standing that provided shelter from the falling ash but little respite from the heat. Many of the humans had gathered around a small wooden house and had already started building shelters from fallen branches. They shared what little food they had, and Budi’s stomach gave an involuntary growl.

“We should go higher,” Budi suggested, despite every bone in his body screaming at him to lie down and not move. “We don’t belong here with the humans. No matter how grateful they might be now for our help, that will soon wear off.”

Raja and Dewi slowly followed Budi as he trudged along. Maybe the others were hiding somewhere away from the humans, having heeded Raja’s warnings. There were so many humans gathered together that their scents would have been overpowering had it not been for the noxious gases that filled the air, smelling like rotten meat.

“I think I’ve got something,” Raja called out suddenly. His ears pricked up and he lifted his nose to the air.

“One of the tigers?” Budi asked, hope blooming through his chest.

“Perhaps,” Raja said. “Or perhaps it is something else altogether and we are invading their territory.”

Dewi gulped loudly beside Budi.

“Stay close,” Budi told her.

When they reached the summit of the mountain, however, there was nothing but rocks and scrubby bushes, and a thin layer of white from where the ash continued to fall, blown across the ocean by the hot winds. There came another massive explosion from Krakatoa, and the three turned together to look out over the tumultuous ocean at the island in the middle of the Sunda Strait. From their vantage point, it looked smaller than it had from the beach. It glowed, red-hot and angry, as the sky flashed all around it. Budi remembered Melati telling him about the three mountains of Krakatoa and realized that he could now see only one mountain peak, which roared out fire.

The volcano erupted again, and Budi shrank back instinctively as massive chunks of rock were thrown into the air in all directions, sending up a cloud of fire and smoke that filled the sky. But there was nowhere else to run to now. Nothing to do but wait and hope that their friends were safe and that they would be reunited soon.









[image: image]





CHAPTER NINETEEN

Melati
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August 27, 1883

10:00 AM

Mount Rajabasa

Ketimbang was gone. Melati kept on saying it over and over to herself, but she couldn’t make sense of it. Her island, Krakatoa, had always been the threat, since it began emitting smoke and slowly falling apart, but Melati had never imagined that an island made up of three mountains—or perhaps, she now began to realize, a single volcano—could have such an effect on everything around it, especially when it was an island in the middle of the ocean.

The giant wave had smashed against the side of Mount Rajabasa, and that had slowed the wave down, but all along the coast Melati could see the same destruction that had been brought down upon Ketimbang—beaches stripped of sand and the familiar line of trees along the coastline gone. The one thought that kept her going was that Mount Rajabasa was taller than the wave and had withstood the battering of the churning, foaming water. Maybe, just maybe, Budi and the others had moved to higher ground, because there was no possibility that much of the jungle was still standing after the tsunami hit.

The humans, though, Johanna and her family, had been closer to Rajabasa. Had they taken shelter on the great mountain, or were they somewhere behind Melati now, lost in the ruins of their village? The thought churned inside her, spurring Melati on. She swooped and swerved in an attempt to avoid the larger rocks and stones that fell from the sky. A red-hot glowing rock hit the longest of her tail feathers as it fell, and Melati was knocked off course for a moment. She hissed as a sizzling pain flashed through her, and forced herself to fly on through the smoke and dust. She was only able to see where she was going because of the sheer size of the mountain in front of her and the fact that it seemed to be the only thing that the tsunami had left standing.

As she flew overhead, she could see a jagged, winding path on the mountainside below her, carved out from the hurried, trampling steps of the humans. She followed the path from above, hoping to spy someone she recognized, but it was deserted. It was only when she had almost reached the peak of the mountain that she saw them: hundreds of humans gathered together in the ash and smoke. They looked worse than Melati felt, many covered in mud and dust and ash. Their clothes hung from them in filthy rags. Some sat on the ground with their heads in their hands, some simply stared out into nothing, trying to make sense of what had happened to them and their home, just as Melati was.

In the middle of the humans’ makeshift camp was a small wooden house. It was barely larger than a shack, but it had a rickety raised porch at the front just like Johanna’s house in Ketimbang, and something drew Melati to it. She landed cautiously as she flew near, her chest heaving and heart racing at being so close to so many humans. But she had been through much worse in the last few hours and had survived. What more could she have to fear?

She approached the house and hopped between the humans who had set up camp outside. None of them gave her a second glance. They were all too preoccupied by their own concerns. Melati stepped up the three creaky, worn wooden steps that led up to the porch and tentatively gave a small cry, the one she had used to call Johanna before. She gazed up at the door, expectantly, hopefully, but nobody appeared. She called again, a little more loudly, and this time she caught the attention of some of the humans sitting close by. They watched her curiously, likely glad of a distraction from the horror around them.

Melati hopped back and forth from leg to leg, unsure whether to give up or call one more time, but something was telling her that Johanna was nearby. Melati couldn’t explain how she knew. It was a feeling deep inside her. She took a deep breath, trying not to cough and choke on the dust and ash she had inhaled, and sang at the top of her voice. The humans stopped whatever they were doing and stared at her now. Some watched with a small smile, others simply listened to her song with their eyes closed, feeling something other than fear for the first time that day.

Melati closed her own eyes and felt the song burst from her as it seemed to take on a life of its own, spreading through the camp, until the only sounds to be heard were the rumblings of Krakatoa in the distance and her song. She sang the final notes of the melody and opened her eyes once more, and there, standing on the porch in front of her, her hair filthy, her ribbon torn and her dress no better off, was Johanna.

The girl ran to Melati with a cry, and Melati jumped up at the same time and flew onto her hand. Johanna brought Melati close to her chest and sobbed so hard that her entire body shook. Melati leaned into Johanna, her own feathers trembling with exhaustion and relief, and rested her head against the girl, feeling that she was finally safe.

“Johanna, where are you?” her mother shrieked from inside the house. She appeared suddenly, paused as she saw her daughter and the small parakeet, then gave her daughter a hug, being careful not to smother Melati in her embrace.

Isaak appeared behind them, watching with dull eyes. Gone was the overexcited boy who liked to chase butterflies and get into mischief. He looked at Melati for a moment, then stared at the ground.

“We should stay inside,” Johanna’s mother said finally. “It is not safe out here.”

“But the others are out here,” Johanna protested. “What about them? Father is in charge of the village. He should help them.”

Johanna’s mother looked at the sea of faces looking back at her and nodded at her daughter.

“We will do all we can,” she called out. “For everyone. Shelter is the first thing we need, then we will search for fresh water. The Dutch authorities will send help soon; I am sure of it.”

Melati thought the other humans didn’t look so convinced, but she allowed Johanna to carry her inside. Just as they reached the doorway, the world around them seemed to explode. Johanna dropped to the floor, along with Isaak and her mother. Melati flew off to the side, narrowly avoiding being crushed. Outside, a giant mass of smoke and fire and rock erupted out in the ocean. Melati had thought that the other explosions had been loud, but this one sounded as though the world had been torn into pieces. Her ears throbbed with pain as she lost her hearing once more, but she could still feel the vibrations beneath her, rocking the very core of the mountain as the wooden house shook all around them.

Melati frantically tried to stand and fly away, terrified that Mount Rajabasa was about to explode as Krakatoa had. But slowly, the shaking subsided, and the earth lay still once more. Johanna moved stiffly, sitting up, her mouth opening and closing as though she was trying to talk. Melati couldn’t hear what she was saying, but she could see that she was distressed. A thin trickle of blood ran down the side of her face from each of her ears, and she had a gash on her forehead from where a wooden beam had fallen and hit her.

Melati hopped onto Johanna’s hand, to show the girl that she was there, that Johanna wasn’t alone. Johanna pulled Melati close and sobbed into her head, the tears dripping into Melati’s beak. Johanna’s mother held her hands over her own ears, then pulled Isaak and Johanna closer. Their father sat on the floor in the corner of the room, looking stunned. He shook his head back and forth, until Johanna’s mother took him by the shoulders, roughly shaking him, and he seemed to snap out of it. He hurried out of the house and stood on the steps. Melati flew after him and took in the scene of devastation in front of her.

Although she still couldn’t hear, she could feel that the rumbling and tremors had subsided. The air was still filled with falling ash and rock, but something seemed to have changed. The humans were slowly standing, brushing themselves off and searching for their loved ones, when Melati noticed a man pointing out to sea. The other humans joined him, and Melati flew over to see what he was gesturing at. Her blood went cold at the thought of another tsunami heading their way.

But when she neared, her ears began to ring with a high-pitched whistle, and slowly her hearing returned. The humans were shouting and crying, huddling together as they looked out across the now-ruined Ketimbang and into the Sunda Strait.

At first, Melati wasn’t sure what they were looking at because she could see nothing but the huge cloud blooming above the ocean. But then the cloud started to clear and Melati strained her eyes to find the familiar peak Perboewatan. Except there was no peak. There was no mountain. Melati felt as if her heart had stopped as she heard what some of the humans were shouting:

“Krakatoa is gone! Krakatoa is gone!”

Melati’s heart froze.

With its final and biggest eruption, Krakatoa had blown itself to pieces.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Budi
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August 27, 1883

Mount Rajabasa

Budi followed Raja farther up the mountainside, searching for any sign that the other animals from the jungle might have found their way up here, but before they could go any farther, another explosion filled the air, sending them all cowering to the ground.

Dewi huddled close to Budi, and Budi couldn’t tell who was trembling more, Dewi or him. The ground beneath them shook and trembled with such ferocity that Budi was sure it was about to crack beneath them and swallow them up. Krakatoa had been dormant for centuries—who knew what lay beneath the mountain they had come to for sanctuary? Maybe the entire world was going to break into pieces, mountain by mountain, until there was nothing left?

He glanced over at Raja, who looked more terrified than Budi had ever seen him. His fur was raised, his claws out, ready to fight for his life. But what was there to fight when the threat was something you couldn’t see? Couldn’t touch.

Budi called out to Raja, trying to reassure him that they would be all right, but when he did, his voice sounded strange in his ears, muted and echoing. Budi tried to speak again, and he realized that he was hearing his voice inside his head, not out loud. He stood, despite the shaking earth, and looked out to the ocean.

Huge chunks of rock rained down from the sky above what used to be Krakatoa. The dark clouds were filled with lightning, but the glow of the fires seemed to have died down to just above the surface of the sea. Down the mountainside, the tide had reared up again, not as high as it had done with the tsunami, but still, it engulfed Ketimbang and sloshed against Rajabasa so that the mountain seemed to be an island of its own.

Dewi came to stand beside him and seemed to be talking, although Budi couldn’t understand a word of it.

“I can’t hear you!” Budi shouted out.

Dewi’s mouth moved and she said something in reply, shaking her head and pointing to her ears.

Budi did the same, until they both realized that neither of them could hear a thing. Then Dewi jumped up and down excitedly and pointed down the mountain. There, where the humans had made their camp, was a small green-and-yellow bird, flapping to and fro, with no apparent destination.

Dewi called out to her, and Budi did the same, but she could hear them no more than they could hear each other. Budi ran back to Raja, gently nudging him, then tried to gesture with his horns that they had found Melati.

Raja shook his head and held his paws over his ears. Budi sighed, then shoved the tiger’s backside with his nose in an attempt to get him to stand up and follow them. They made their way cautiously down the mountainside, stopping when they neared the edge of the humans’ camp.

Dewi continued on, though, and when Budi called her back, he found that he could finally hear again.

“Stay with us,” Budi called. “We need to keep our distance from the humans. Animals and humans don’t mix.”

“She will be fine, won’t you, Dewi?” Raja spoke from beside him.

Dewi nodded, then hurried on toward Melati, waving her small paws to get Melati’s attention. Finally, Melati spotted her friend, and Dewi gestured up the hill to where Budi and Raja were standing. The parakeet hastily flew to them, landing on the ground at Budi’s feet with a terrible cry.

“My island,” she sobbed. “It’s destroyed. There is nothing left! What will I do now? Where will I go?”

Budi opened his mouth to comfort her, but he found that he had no answer. None of them had a home any longer. The island was gone, the jungle was gone, the village was gone. All wiped away by the volcano and the tsunamis that had followed.

“You will stay with us,” Raja said to Melati, his voice quiet but filled with a new determination that Budi had worried might have been lost forever. “We will make a new home, here on this mountainside, where all will be welcome.”

Melati glanced up at Raja and nodded gratefully.

“Melati!” Dewi called out, running up the hill behind them as she finally caught up. “Something is wrong; the humans are running.”

“Johanna!” Melati squawked.

Budi frowned and chased after Melati as she flew toward the humans. “Come on, Raja!” he called.

But no sooner had they reached the humans than they began racing in the opposite direction as a crowd lurched at them, desperately attempting to escape someone or something behind them.

At first, hope flared in his stomach as Budi thought that it might be the animals arriving. A herd of elephants, accompanied by tigers and leopards and rhinos, would certainly be enough to terrify any human. But he could smell none of his herd on the wind, and he surely would have heard the trample of their feet as they came.

“Is it another tsunami?” Raja yelled out.

Budi looked out to the ocean. The waves were high and the surface rough, but there didn’t seem to be another giant wave approaching. He would not forget the terrible sound of it for the rest of his life.

He didn’t have to go too much farther to discover what had everyone so alarmed. He could feel it. Just like the tsunami, but even faster, and more furious and deadly, came a wave of heat and gas so fierce that as it reached the humans who lagged behind, they fell to the ground, screaming in agony.

“Run!” Budi yelled, grabbing Dewi in his mouth and throwing her up onto his back. As thick as his hide was, the heat burned at his skin with a pain he had never felt before. It was hotter than fire, hotter perhaps than the very sun itself.

He raced on, desperate to escape, but there was no way to flee from the air that surrounded them. No refuge or sanctuary to hide from the scalding heat. Budi fell to the ground as the wave of steam and gas overtook them, and held his breath, waiting for it all to be over.

Budi slowly opened his eyes. His entire body hurt, and his skin was blistered and red from where he had been burned by the cloud of gas. His friends lay on the ground all around him, alongside humans. Slowly, they coughed and moved, many crying out in agony from their burns. Budi was lucky, his skin was thick and rough, but the humans’ skin was thin, and many of them had horrific burns.

“Budi,” Dewi called out weakly. “Help!”

Budi stumbled over to Dewi, but the pangolin had sheltered beneath a craggy rock and seemed to be unhurt. “Melati!” Dewi cried.

Melati lay on the ground, her feathers scattered around her, no longer green and yellow but blackened by the smoke and ash. “Melati,” Budi whispered. “Can you hear me?”

The little parakeet remained motionless for a moment, then moved. She sat up and nodded. “I flew as high as I could,” she explained, “to escape the heat, but then it was so hot and I couldn’t fly any longer.”

“It’s all right,” Budi told her. “You are alive; that’s all that matters.”

He glanced around anxiously for Raja. The tiger gingerly made his way over to them, his fur blackened and missing in places. He sat beside them, and they stared at the scene around them in shock. The humans tended the wounded, fetching supplies and ripping up their own clothes to wrap around their burns. Budi marveled at their tenacity, their strength to keep going despite being bombarded with terror after terror.

He watched in both grief and awe for what felt like hours, as the humans helped those who could be helped and covered up those who were gone. What had they done to deserve such a fate? Budi wondered. When would it all end?

Raja stood suddenly, breaking the silence, his head whipping to the side. Despite his injuries, he raced to the top of the mountain. Budi followed, afraid that the tiger was about to do something rash, but as he reached the peak of the hill, he saw them: a stream of animals making their way up the path on the other side of the mountain. They were all there—monkeys, elephants, rhinos, and many, many more. Leading them all were the tigers, with Surya looking weary but standing proudly at the front.

“Raja!” she roared when she caught sight of them. “We found you!”

The tigers ran to greet their king, and as they arrived one by one, they greeted each other in turn with a nod of the head. When Raja met Surya, though, he rubbed his head against hers and let out a loud sigh of relief. His family was safe.

Budi knew how he felt. He rushed to greet the animals, even glad to see the monkeys, laughing as they acted out their journey and told stories of how they had been the ones to find the way. Surya growled at them for that, and they ran off, scattering into the trees to no doubt claim the best ones for themselves. Some things, Budi thought, never changed.

“So,” Budi said to Raja. “What now?”







[image: Book Title Page]







Raja looked around at the animals, all waiting to hear what he’d say as the leader they so desperately needed.

“We make a new home,” Raja announced. “Together.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Melati
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October 1883

Mount Rajabasa

The sun rose in the sky, peeping its head above the distant horizon, its rays red and hazy as they had been ever since Krakatoa erupted. The sunsets were the same—smudges of reds and oranges, almost as though the fires of the island continued to burn, no longer contained within three mountains, but free. It would be beautiful, Melati thought, if it hadn’t been caused by such a devastating event.

She was still adjusting to her new home on Mount Rajabasa, as were the others who had joined them. A couple of days after the final eruption, the tremors had ceased and the winds had drawn the ash and dust away across the ocean. The air was still musty and remained hotter than it usually was in October, but the noxious gases had gone, along with the threat of debris falling from the sky.

Many animals from Raja’s rain forest and surrounding areas who had lost their homes, either from fire or water, had made their way wearily up the mountainside. But for as many who had found their way and had survived, many more were missing, and Melati doubted they would ever be seen again.

Raja was back to full health, with the help—to Melati’s surprise—of a human boy. He sneaked away from the other humans in their camp and brought water and food for Raja. The other tigers had voiced their desire to eat the boy rather than subsist on fruit, licking their lips greedily whenever he approached. But Raja had made it clear that the boy was not to be harmed. Not now, not ever. He had saved the boy and in return the boy had saved him, and despite the tigers’ obvious hunger, they honored Raja’s wish.

Melati was amused to see that Raja had taken in stride his new role as king of the mountain, and it didn’t take long for his usual swagger to return—although she noticed that he was quieter now and more attentive to the other animals and their quarrels. Some humans, along with the boy and his mother, also made the mountain their new home, too afraid to return to Ketimbang—not that there was much to return to. Many, though, had gone back, led by Johanna’s father, to rebuild the village.

Johanna’s white house had been one of the first to be rebuilt, but now it stood on a barren hill, alone, and with the trees in the grove destroyed, Melati hadn’t been able to visit it yet. She would, in time, maybe when the fruit grove regrew, maybe sooner. She just needed a little time to adjust, to make a new home for herself and find a place to belong.

The Dutch had arrived from another country far across the water, to help rebuild, as Johanna’s mother had promised, and already Melati could see new homes being erected using timber salvaged from old houses. The fishermen repaired their boats and returned to the water. The harbor was slowly being rebuilt so that ships and steamers could continue to trade along the Sumatran and Javanese coasts.

The pyres remained along the beach, though, untouched. Tall piles of charred wood were reminders of all those who had been lost to the tsunami. The memory of them would remain long after any evidence of what had happened there had been erased. Out in the Sunda Strait, steamers and ships continued along their paths as usual, many giving the smoldering remains of Krakatoa a wide berth. It would be a long time, Melati thought, until any ventured close to the ravaged island again.

A few days earlier, Melati had been flying over the strait and had been sure she saw the captain of the steamer that had saved her life. It gave her a sense of hope that life might one day return, not to normal, but to some kind of new order.

“The monkeys will just have to share!” Raja was telling Budi as they stood and bickered below Melati’s tree.

She swooped down to the ground, giving Budi a sympathetic smile as he sighed.

“They have claimed the tree as their own and they won’t let any other animal near it, even the ants!” Budi replied. “It’s preposterous!”

“Can’t you deal with it, Budi?” Raja complained. “I promised I would teach the tiger cubs how to pounce on unsuspecting victims.”

Budi sighed. “Fine!” he huffed. “But if they don’t listen to me this time, then they are your problem.”

Raja grinned at Budi, then gave Melati a wink. “Of course!” he said. “After all, I am king of the mountain. I think I prefer it to the jungle. This one is named after me; it’s as though it was meant to be—Rajabasa!”

Budi narrowed his eyes at Raja. “Just like that?” he said. “You will deal with the monkeys if I can’t get through to them?”

Melati smiled to herself, seeing the trap coming before Budi did.

“Well,” Raja said slowly with a sly smile, “I will, if you can reach the top of the mountain faster than me!”

With that, he raced off, leaving Budi shaking his head in the dust. Budi glared at the ground for a moment, then up at the quickly retreating Raja, then at Melati.

“You know your pride won’t allow Raja to win,” she said.

Budi smiled and thundered after Raja, leaving Melati alone.

Melati spotted the familiar gray form of Dewi ambling through the trees, stopping every now and then to pick up and eat termites. Melati flew down to meet her, pecking at a half-squashed orange on the ground.

“Melati!” Dewi said. “I was just coming to see you. How have you been, since the… you know?”

Melati sighed. “I feel as though I don’t know where I belong anymore, Dewi,” she answered. “Do you feel like that?”

“I suppose so,” Dewi said. “But I like it up here, too. There are plenty of trees, and more pangolins have just moved in. Besides, I’m sure we will return to the jungle one day. Nature has a way of putting things right, eventually.”

Melati thought about what Dewi had said, and an idea popped into her mind. “I’m going to check on something,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”

With that, she took off, soaring down the mountainside, over Ketimbang and the humans rebuilding their village, and out to sea. A thin plume of smoke still rose from what was left of her home, Krakatoa island. The island was a pile of rubble. She flew closer and landed on the rocky black shore. The beaches had disappeared, and in their place thick layers of black rock lay on top of one another in dense folds from where the hot lava had flowed, then been cooled by the sea.

The waves were calm once more, gently lapping against the shore, but when Melati looked across the island, there were no trees, no birds, no mountains. Perboewatan, Danan, and Rakata had all been destroyed. Only piles of rock, rubble, and pumice remained in their place.

She flew over what remained of the island, looking out for any signs of life. Surely, something must have survived, she thought. Anything that might give her the smallest hope that she, too, might return to her home one day. After a while, she gave up, her heart sinking into her chest. Nothing had survived. Not a single plant or blade of grass.

She perched upon the warm rock and prepared to say goodbye. Then something caught her eye, creeping inside a small crevice in front of her, making its way cautiously across the cooling lava, which had already turned rock-hard in places.

Melati hopped closer, trying not to scare it away, and she peered down at it curiously. A spider. No bigger than an ant. The smallest of creatures she had seen on the island, but a living thing nevertheless. It had already begun to spin a web from one side of the rock to another, and Melati sat back in awe. This tiny creature was here, living on her island, making itself a home, and the sight of it gave her a flicker of hope. Because despite everything that had happened, everything that had been lost—all those who had not survived—Dewi had been right. And here was proof of it, right in front of Melati’s eyes. Nature did have a way of putting things right.

Melati and her friends, both animals and humans, had survived the eruption of Krakatoa and the horror that followed in its wake, and they would be here to see a new island take shape. So that one day, life, and perhaps Melati, could return to Krakatoa.
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Author’s Note
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The eruption of Krakatoa was one of the most devastating volcanic eruptions the modern world had ever witnessed.

Before its catastrophic eruption in 1883, Krakatoa had been dormant for over two hundred years, and locals believed it to be an extinct volcano. This was one of the first volcanic eruptions that had hundreds of witnesses, and it helped scientists begin to understand how a volcano is created and what causes one to erupt.

When researching this story and the events in Indonesia, I found many firsthand accounts to draw from: reports from geologists living near the area who took scientific readings, and eyewitness reports from many ship captains who reported strange weather and other phenomena, along with accounts of what happened when the rumblings first began and the eruption itself.

In my story, Melati the parakeet finds herself lost and out at sea, only surviving because she lands upon a steamer. The events described on the ship actually happened. Captain Johan Lindemann was navigating the excursion ship the Gouverneur-General Loudon through the Sunda Strait during the eruption of Krakatoa. After ordering everyone on board down into the holds, he steered the boat directly into the approaching tsunami, somehow making it through in one piece.

The eruption, while deadly in itself, was not the main threat to people living along the coastlines of Java and Sumatra. The tsunamis created by the continual explosions caused the massive walls of water that destroyed everything in their path, and sadly, tens of thousands of people lost their lives.

There are more unusual stories that supposedly came from eyewitnesses of the tsunami, although they may be more fiction than fact. One man is said to have fallen asleep in his bed and been swept up the hill by the tsunami—as he awoke still in bed, but in an entirely different location. Another man claims to have ridden the waves on the back of a crocodile that carried him to safety!

The final eruption of Krakatoa, which consisted of four massive explosions and began on August 26, 1883, took twenty hours and fifty-six minutes. The island all but blew itself to pieces, and the only part of the original island that remains today is part of the mountain called Rakata.

But the eruption didn’t only affect the islands of Indonesia. It was so massive that the final eruption was heard over one-twelfth of the earth’s surface, with scientists across the globe recording the sound waves and tremors. It was estimated that the sound, which has been recorded as the loudest noise ever heard by humans, was so immense that it reverberated around the globe seven times.

In fact, the effects of the eruption were felt and seen for a long while afterward. People in Australia and Mauritius reported hearing the sound, and the weather was affected for years, with a reported drop in temperature in the northern hemisphere, caused by the ash and dust particles being emitted into Earth’s atmosphere.

As Melati notes in this book, this change in atmosphere also affected sunsets and sunrises. In London, an artist named William Ashcroft was so taken by the unusual phenomena that he painted over five hundred canvases of the changing colors. Across the world, people reported seeing a blue moon at sunset and green, orange, and red sunsets and sunrises.

The greatest consequence of the eruption and tsunamis was, of course, the devastating loss of life. Those who survived lost their homes, and just like the humans and animals in this story, they had to find some way to start anew and rebuild their lives after the horrific tragedy.

As Dewi says, nature has a way of putting things right, and from the ashes and lava of Krakatoa, a new volcanic island began to emerge. Anak Krakatau, which means Son of Krakatoa, is the new island, which has grown to be even larger than its predecessor and continues to be an active volcano to this day.
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Animal Facts
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SUMATRAN TIGER

• The Sumatran tiger is on the critically endangered list, with fewer than four hundred estimated to be alive today.

• This tiger lives only on Sumatra in Indonesia and is the smallest of the tiger subspecies.

• The Sumatran tiger’s fur has narrow black stripes so that it can hide among the trees in its rain forest territory.

SUMATRAN RHINOCEROS

• The Sumatran rhinoceros has two horns, which are smaller than those of its African relatives.

• This rhinoceros is the smallest of its relatives and lives in dense forests, eating fruit, leaves, and other vegetation.

• The Sumatran rhinoceros can grow to be 10 feet long and weigh over 1,700 pounds.

PARAKEET

• The parakeet is one of over eighty-five different species of parrot that can be found living in Indonesia.

• The parakeet has a sharp, curved beak and prefers to eat seeds and fruit.

• The parakeet lives in warmer climates and can travel hundreds of miles to find food and water.

PANGOLIN

• A pangolin looks like an anteater, but its entire body, including its tail, is covered in hard gray scales.

• Like the anteater, a pangolin likes to slurp up ants and termites with its long tongue.

• The pangolin curls up into a ball when it feels threatened and so has very few predators who can actually attack it!
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Timeline
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Indonesia, 1883

May

May 9: Just before midnight, tremors are felt across the Sumatran and Javan coastlines when fresh magma breaks through the surface of Perboewatan, one of the three main volcanic mountains on Krakatoa, splitting the crust apart.

May 10: More vibrations are felt, along with tremors in the air.

May 15: The vibrations occur again. The powerful tremors are experienced along the Sumatran coast.

May 20: There are continuous earthquakes, and a heavy rain of ash falls, clouding the air surrounding Krakatoa. The trees on one side of Perboewatan begin burning, and the mountain is covered in ash. The initial eruption is witnessed by many ships and steamers sailing past Krakatoa through the Sunda Strait.

May 21: Local fishermen and the Dutch official who colonized the village of Ketimbang go to investigate the eruptions. On Krakatoa they smell sulfur gas. The cloud continues to rise above the island.

May 27: The larger eruptions stop. Vast areas of the forests on Krakatoa have been burned to the ground, and the column of smoke continues to rise, but the people think the worst is over.

June

June 24: People living along the Javan coast can see two separate columns of smoke rising, but no more earthquakes or tremors are felt.

August

August 11: There are now at least three craters erupting on Krakatoa. The fall of smoke, ash, and pumice continues onto the beaches and coastlines.

August 26, 1:06 PM: An earthquake is felt in the distance; then come the first explosions from Krakatoa. Huge white clouds billow from the volcano, and the ocean begins to move erratically. As the dust and ash arrive at the coastlines, it shrouds the land in darkness.

2:00 PM: The explosions continue, becoming louder as more debris is flung from the volcano’s craters. Along the coastlines, beaches and harbors flood.

5:00 PM: The Sumatran coastline grows dark as massive rocks of pumice fall from the sky.

11:00 PM: Krakatoa is visible through the darkness because of the fire and lava that now flow freely from it. On the coastlines, the wind becomes hot and filled with choking gas.

Midnight: The explosions continue, with increased lightning in the sky above. The ocean becomes more agitated, and huge waves begin to rear up across the strait.

August 27, 2:00 AM: The waves are getting higher. Ketimbang and much of the coastline are under threat of becoming completely flooded. A wall of water 150 feet high races toward the coastlines of both Java and Sumatra.

4:00 AM: The explosions become fiercer.

5:30 AM: The first of four massive eruptions begins, ripping Krakatoa island apart.

6:15 AM: Ketimbang and much of the Sumatran coastline are destroyed, completely wiped out by the tsunami and the giant waves that follow in its wake with each of the eruptions.

6:44 AM: The volcano erupts for the second time.

8:20 AM: The third explosion. Its effects are felt farther inland, as well as along the coastline, as buildings shake on their foundations and windows shatter.

10:02 AM: The final eruption. It becomes the most violent eruption ever recorded and witnessed. The blast from the volcano is sent twenty-four miles directly up into the air, and the fallout changes the earth’s atmosphere and climate for years to come.
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Glossary
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DEBRIS: the remains of something broken or destroyed

DORMANT: quiet and inactive

FISSURE: a crack that splits rock or earth into two parts

PEAK: the top of a mountain

PENINSULA: an area of land sticking out into the water

PUMICE: light volcanic rock formed when lava solidifies

PYRE: a pile of wood used for burning things

STEAMER: a boat propelled by steam

STRAIT: a narrow passage of water

SUMMIT: the highest point of a mountain

TERRITORY: an area or region of land

TSUNAMI: a large wave caused by a volcanic eruption beneath the ocean
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